MMMMIM 
ROMANCE 


KILLERS MINE BOOK 1 


A 


VASHA CROW 


PERFECT PREY 
Copyright © 2024 Vasha Crow 
All Rights Reserved 


No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, 
recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the 

prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. 
copyright law. 


The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this 
production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living 
or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be 

inferred. 


Cover Design by Vasha Crow 


www.vashacrow.com 


FOLLOW US 


Where to Stalk Vasha 


Newsletter: vashacrow.com/news 
Patreon: patreon.com/vashacrow 
Facebook: facebook.com/vashacrow 
Instagram: instagram.com/vashacrow 


Where to Stalk Kit 


Read weekly chapters from the next Killers Mine book at Patreon or 
Kindle Vella. You can find both at vashacrow.com/killersmine. 


TABLE OF CONTENTS 


About Perfect Prey 

Content Notes 

1. “I don’t want anything.” 

2. “Good boy.” 

3. heat or hunger 

4. “Can I sleep here tonight?” 

5. Don’t worry, I’m not going to murder you ;) 
6. “At least buy me lunch first, asshole.” 

7. “This is just for the cameras.” 

8. Every bad idea only excited him more. 

9. “I love seeing you so desperate for me.” 
10. Kit didn’t belong to him. 

11. until his lungs hurt 

12. “Do you want to kill me?” 

13. Personal Space 

14. the knife’s edge of arousal and fear 

15. “Something broke you.” 

16. Holden 

17. “I’m definitely, totally flirting with you.” 
18. This was all wrong. 

19. Blunt fingers traced Kit’s jugular. 

20. “Is it weird to fuck in his bed?” 

21. “You’re not running away from me.” 

22. “You don’t get to flirt with me at a vigil.” 
23. Holden’s hands itched. 

24. “Is the striptease really necessary?” 

25. “Note to self, you’re still fucked up.” 

26. “Do you like being a good boy, Kit?” 

27. securing his prize after a careful chase 
28. He was used to seeing Kit as the victim. 


29. “Do you think it’s really a coincidence?” 
30. “Are we dating?” 

31. the silence doesn’t work like it used to 
32. the only choice 

33. “I’m the ghost now.” 

34. “I don’t want you to think.” 

35. “Naughty boy.” 

36. such clear and dangerous desire 

37. “I can’t think right about you.” 

38. a ruined masterpiece 

39. “I thought my family was normal too.’ 
40. breakdowns 

41. Murdery Roommate Orientation 

42. Kit was greedy. 

From Vasha’s Desk 


9. 


ABOUT PERFECT PREY 


They have two things in common: murder and me. 


Darius. The professional. 
Bishop. The vigilante. 
James. The survivor. 
Holden. The psycho. 


Then there’s Kit. The empty shell. The broken bird. 


Kit doesn’t know why these four killers want him. Why they’re 
obsessed with him. But from the moment he stumbles into that crime 
scene, there’s no escaping their desires—or his. 


Perfect Prey is an MMMM/M harem romance. It’s the first book in 
Killers Mine, an ongoing series about Kit and his murdery new 
boyfriends. Expect murder dates, tracking devices, and 
questionable fashion choices. 


Killers Mine is also published in serial form on Kindle Vella. 
Perfect Prey covers the first complete season. 


CONTENT NOTES 


This book is not a realistic or instructive story. There will be humor, 
irreverence, bad decisions, and bad solutions regarding heavy topics. 
These guys should be in therapy. Or prison. They will not go to 
therapy or prison. 

None of the characters are intended as broad representations of 
real-world mental illnesses. They’re fictional characters with 
individual, fictional traits. 

This book includes or references: abduction, abuse, alcohol and 
other recreational drugs, crimes against children, guns, murder, police 
abuse of authority, violence, self-harm, and suicide. 

While there are references to sexual assault, including of minors, 
there is no on-page sexual assault. There is also no sexual assault 
between Kit and his romantic interests. 


1 


“I don’t want anything.” 


Kit woke up in the bathtub. 

His head hurt, but that was nothing new. His mouth tasted like 
musty dry cotton, and his legs ached from curling up in the cramped 
space—also nothing new. He often slept in the bathtub when Uncle Ed 
threw parties, because he never knew what drunk asshole might 
decide to pass out in his bedroom. 

Uncle Ed included. Ed might not have been Kit’s real uncle, but Kit 
wasn’t interested in fucking any of Dad’s friends. At least the 
bathroom door had a lock. 

The utter silence, though? The lack of Ed’s terrible music blasting 
to wake up the stragglers and chase them out of the house? The lack 
of shouting? 

That was definitely new. 

Kit levered himself to his knees, then slumped with his arms on the 
edge of the bathtub for a moment. The cold porcelain felt nice. 

He needed to find another place to stay soon. Maybe skip town. He 
had been at Uncle Ed’s for a few months now—three? four?—and 
people were getting too friendly and too mean all at once. The guys 
who wanted into his skinny jeans, and the guys who thought he might 
know too much about their dumbass criminal schemes. Some of those 
were the same guys. Better to bail before he caused trouble. 

Tomorrow, maybe. 

But it had been tomorrow, maybe for the past three weeks. Kit’s 
motivation was in short supply these days. Staying with Ed was easy, 
because Ed would never kick him out. Ed was one of two people who 
knew Kit’s old name—the other was the guy who made Kit’s new ID. 

Kit shoved to his feet with a sigh and stretched his arms up. Shook 
his legs out. His knees were pink from pressing against the side of the 
tub, the marks clearly visible through the prominent holes in his black 
jeans. 

He bent over the sink for a messy mouthful of water, wiping his 
mouth with the back of his hands. Fished some probably-ibuprofen 


from the medicine cabinet, but pocketed the pills instead of 
swallowing them. If he didn’t eat first, they would just make him feel 
sick. 

Kind of nice, having peace and quiet in the morning, he reflected 
as he tied his black hair into a short ponytail. According to his cracked 
phone screen, it was already 9 a.m. Someone should have been awake. 

But no. Blissful quiet. 

Maybe everyone else was still passed out. Kit could grab breakfast 
before anyone else stumbled into his way. 

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Kit left the bathroom. His 
bedroom—Uncle Ed’s guest room, piled with boxes of broken 
equipment from the man’s amateur DJing habit—was exactly as he 
left it last night. If anyone crashed in his bed, they had the decency to 
fuck off already. 

The upstairs hallway windows didn’t have any curtains, so the 
early morning sun half blinded him. Wincing, Kit shielded his eyes. 

“That shouldn’t be allowed,” he muttered at the sun. 

The sun gave no reply. Just kept shining in. Blinding. Annoying. 

So distracting that Kit, in his hungover daze, nearly stepped in the 
pool of blood. 

He stopped just in time, the sole of his shoe hovering mere inches 
above the puddle. Close enough that the outline of his shoe reflected 
in the dark red surface. Kit took a step back, gaze lifting to follow the 
blood to its natural origin: 

A larger pool of blood, under a man’s lifeless body. 

More blood splattered against the walls. Other chunks of matter 
Kit’s mind shied away from identifying. The stains were shockingly 
red against the gray-white wall. 

Kit’s heart thudded painfully. Once. A burst of fear before the 
shock numbed him. 

He found me. 

But that was impossible. He was still in prison, and this wasn’t his 
style. 

Then the smell hit. Mostly piss. Mostly masked by the usual booze 
and weed reek of Uncle Ed’s house. But the smell of death was there 
too. The slightest aftertaste in the air. 

This man was only recently dead. Kit crept close enough to look at 
the man’s face. Unfamiliar, what remained of it—slack jaw and lolling 
tongue beneath the ruin of his forehead. His head sat too low on the 
ground. The back of his skull had been blown out, shattered with an 
exit wound. 


Should I check for a pulse? 

Should I call 911? 

Absurd thoughts vanished as soon as they arrived. Like Kit’s 
subconscious wanted to act out a parody of normal reactions. But 
now, all he could think about was leaving. 

Stomach twisting, Kit edged back into his bedroom. Grabbed his 
messenger bag from under the sink. Armed with all his worldly 
possessions—minus the shit strewn about that he wasn’t about to take 
the time to gather together—he returned to the bloody hallway. 

He made it past the corpse without freaking out. Made it 
downstairs, though he had to stop halfway down, clutching the railing 
as dizziness struck him. Made it through the grungy living room and 
into the kitchen before he halted again. 

Kit’s vision must be blurring with shock. Reflections of the dead 
man’s blood washed the world in red. 


No. That was more blood painting the floor. It wound like a river 
across the kitchen, dividing and rejoining in countless tributaries. The 
flow was fed by the mountains of bodies, slumped against cabinets 
and fallen from chairs. Uncle Ed, against the oven. Macaroni Jeff, with 
his brain smeared down the front of the fridge. 

One man even sat upright at the kitchen table, propped up like— 

No. 

That wasn’t a corpse. That was a living man, sitting at the kitchen 
table, scrolling across his phone screen with gloved fingers. 

Time seemed to dilate. Kit had far too much time to observe the 
man before his body would respond to his desperate signal to retreat. 

The man at the table was handsome in profile. A strong nose, just a 
hint of scruff along his jaw. Maybe in his early thirties. White, with a 
light tan and touchably soft waves of brown hair. He wore a dark 
jacket, light jeans, and heavy duty boots. 

A gun sat on the table in front of him. 

Kit’s shoe squeaked faintly as he stepped back. 

Still focused on his phone, the man at the table said, “James, I told 
you not to—” He met Kit’s eyes. “You’re not James,” he said calmly. 
In one fluid movement, his phone clattered to the table. 

And his gun pointed directly at Kit’s head. The man clicked the 
safety off, and Kit swallowed. 

Oh, shit. 

The man’s eyes were a shocking bright blue. Kit focused stupidly 
on that fact, as if to protect him from the terror. His heart thudded 
painfully again, fear breaking through his familiar, numb haze. 


Of fucking course. The first time in years Kit actually felt 
something, and it was knee-weakening terror. 

“Tm not James,” Kit answered, sounding very distant. “I’m just 
going to leave you to this.” 

Blue Eyes stood. He shifted his gun to a two-handed grip. Not the 
sort of man to sacrifice efficiency for style, clearly. “You’re not going 
anywhere,” he said, still perfectly calm. And then— 

Nothing. 

The man’s silence had a quality akin to impending thunder. An 
oppressive anticipation consuming the entire room. 

Kit expected to die the next second. Instead, the moments stretched 
in endless limbo. Blue Eyes didn’t seem to be in a hurry to kill him. 
Maybe he was just toying with Kit. Giving Kit time to take in the rest 
of the scene. 

He recognized a few of Uncle Ed’s friends among the bodies. Guys 
he bummed joints from in the drugged-out interludes between parties. 
Some guys he avoided. None of them were good people, but that 
didn’t make it any better seeing them crumpled and broken on the 
floor like this. 

Kit’s attention flicked to Uncle Ed. The small, deep crater in his 
temple made his cause of death pretty clear. Same as the others. Same 
as Kit, depending on how the next few moments went. 

Half a dozen bodies. Half a dozen headshots. If Blue Eyes was 
responsible, he was a damn good shot. 

But most terrifying of all was the look of utter calm on Blue Eyes’ 
face. His piercing gaze seemed to cut right through Kit’s ragged 
exterior to the most damaged corners of his soul. 

Finally, Blue Eyes said, “You’re not afraid.” 

“Tm very afraid,” Kit said. Except he wasn’t sure that was true, 
anymore. His knees were still weak, his palms still cold. His heart still 
hammered too hard. But maybe those were just echoes. Maybe his fear 
was slipping away again, into whatever abyss entombed the rest of his 
emotions. 

“Do you want to die?” Blue Eyes asked. 

Dying would be losing. Surrender. But there was a flipside to that 
question, and Kit had been shying away from that answer for a long 
time. 

“I don’t want anything.” 

Blue Eyes cocked his head. A lock of soft brown hair fell over his 
forehead. “Interesting.” 

“What are you, the world’s weirdest therapist?” Kit glanced 
around, resisting the urge to point. No sudden movements was probably 


the best policy right now. “Did you do all this?” 

“Who are you?” Blue Eyes asked instead of answering. 

“Kit Byron.” No point hiding his name. Probably. “Whatever this is 
about, I’m not involved with any of this. Any of them.” 

“Tl be the judge of that.” 

“Uh. Okay.” 

Blue Eyes stepped closer, his gun still angled towards Kit’s head. 
There were ten blood-stained feet between them, but Kit could 
practically feel the heat of him filling the kitchen. 

At least a head taller than Kit, and twice as broad, muscles clear 
even under his bulky jacket. Blue Eyes didn’t even need the gun to 
have Kit under his complete control. 

A new shiver of emotion raced down Kit’s spine. A very different 
breed of inherent fear. His every stupid instinct told him to submit to 
the stronger creature. 

“Don’t worry,” Blue Eyes said. “I’m not going to kill you yet. I like 
having a little more information before I kill people.” 

“Td rather you get it over with than play stupid games,” Kit 
replied, trying to match the man’s calm. 

“Cute,” the man said. “How did you get in?” 

“Through the door.” 

“We’ve been staking this place out for a week, and we had every 
entrance and exit accounted for. You aren’t supposed to be here.” 

“Then I’ve been here for two weeks.” Kit couldn’t remember the 
last time he left the house, so that sounded about right. Maybe closer 
to a month? 

“Two weeks in Ed Addersen’s house.” The man raked his eyes 
down Kit’s body once again. The conclusions he drew were 
unmistakable. “What the fuck have you been doing in Ed Addersen’s 
house for two weeks?” 

Whatever. Let him draw his conclusions. Kit lifted his chin. “Does 
it matter?” 

“Guess not.” 

His bright blue eyes flicked behind Kit’s shoulder, which was when 
Kit realized the point of these stupid questions. 

Blue Eyes was stalling for time. 

A new set of quiet footsteps stopped right behind Kit. A new warm 
body filled the space around him. And a new man’s touch ghosted 
along Kit’s cheek. 

“How delightful,” the newcomer purred. His bare fingers traced the 
line of Kit’s jaw, brushing tantalizingly close to the corner of his lips. 


He leaned over, his presence overwhelming and his breath hot in Kit’s 
ear. “You found a cute one.” 

“You must be James,” Kit said, his voice shaky. A physical sign of 
nerves he couldn’t quite feel. 

Allegedly-James chuckled. The sound rumbled through Kit’s 
hindbrain in a mess of confusing instincts. “You’ve been talking too 
much, partner. Did you introduce yourself too, or are you dumping all 
the liability on me?” 

“Don’t touch him,” Blue Eyes said coolly, though Kit sensed some 
deeper emotion lurking beneath. 

“Ooh, feeling protective?” James laughed. “You hardly know the 
boy.” 

Blue Eyes rolled his eyes. “You’re getting DNA all over his face.” 

Both men were way too calm for the massacre surrounding them, 
which freaked Kit out more than anything else. With their cool 
demeanors, Kit couldn’t predict their actions. James could twist his 
neck at any moment. Blue Eyes could pull the trigger. 

The bodies bleeding out on the kitchen floor were brutes. But Kit 
at least knew how to handle them. He had no idea how to handle 
these two killers. 

Once again, Kit wasn’t sure whether the twisting in his stomach 
was fear or excitement. A rush he hadn’t felt from any drug over the 
past few months. 

He swallowed, his throat dry. “Are we just going to stand here?” 

“Smart boy. We probably shouldn’t.” James traced his jaw again. 
Bare fingers dipped down to stroke the rapid thrum of Kit’s pulse. He 
leaned closer, the heat of him suffusing Kit’s body. “Do we kill him, 
Bishop?” 

Blue Eyes—Bishop, apparently—lowered his gun. “What do you 
think?” 

“Really?” James sounded delighted. “You never care what I think.” 

With the gun lowered, James’s hand tightened around Kit’s neck. 
Not choking. Just enough pressure to push Kit backward, pinning him 
beside the kitchen door frame. Pressed against the wall, his messenger 
bag twisted awkwardly between them, Kit looked up for his first clear 
view of James. 

A handsome East Asian man, his dark hair slicked back in messy 
spikes from his forehead. Clean-cut, with sharp eyebrows and clear 
dimples framing his wicked smirk. He was around the same height as 
Bishop, from what Kit could tell, and just as well-built. 

Unlike Bishop, James definitely wasn’t looking into Kit’s soul. His 
dark, ravenous gaze practically stripped away Kit’s hoodie and tank 


top, his attention crawling through the holes in Kit’s skinny jeans. 

“Wow, he’s hot from this angle too.” James addressed Bishop, 
though his eyes never left Kit’s face. “It would be a shame to kill such 
a pretty thing.” 

Oh. Was that what this was about? 

Kit swallowed hard, not looking away. Like it was a test whether 
he would flinch or not. His pulse quickened in a sick sort of hope. The 
sweet rebellion of letting another man defile him. 

He knew how to play this game—though with Uncle Ed’s friends, 
and the places he crashed before, he was always able to get out before 
he got too deep. All promise, no pain. 

Just a promise might not be enough this time. But better fucked up 
than dead. 


Kit tilted his head. Lowered his eyes. “Is that what you’re after? Let 
me blow you, then let me go?” Kit bit his lip for just a second, then 
forced his face into the half-smirk that always worked for him. 
“Doesn’t sound like a bad deal to me.” 

James zeroed in on Kit’s mouth. “You’re just full of surprises.” He 
cocked his head towards Bishop. “What about my friend over there?” 

Kit glanced at Bishop’s unreadable expression. “Your friend can 
watch if he wants.” 

“Enough bullshit,” Bishop growled. “James, stop fucking with the 
boy. Kiddo, stop writing checks you can’t cash. You don’t want 
anything to do with this guy.” 

Kit blinked, thrown off-balance by the sudden change of the game. 
Almost—no. He couldn’t be disappointed. 

Maybe a little insulted. 

James sighed dramatically. “You’re no fun, Bishop. Tell me you’re 
not hard as fuck right now. Right?” He moved away, leaving Kit’s 
neck cold in the absence of his touch. “The adrenaline always gets you 
going, same as me. Remember that time—” 

“James,” Bishop said sharply. “You don’t even know how old he 


is.” 
“Oh. Right.” James turned to Kit. “How old are you, babe?” 
“Twenty-two,” Kit said on reflex. That was what his fake ID said, 
and Smith made the best fakes in the world. At least, according to 
Smith. 
“See?” James said with a grin. “Totally fuckable.” 
But Bishop’s stern gaze didn’t waver. “How old are you really? I’m 
not about to card you.” 


Kit stared. Why the fuck did it matter? “Nineteen.” 


“Still fuckable,” James said, unperturbed. 

Bishop rolled his eyes and picked up a duffel bag from the floor. 
Swung it over his shoulder and approached the other two. “We need 
to get out of here.” He glanced at Kit. “Are you going to be quiet, or 
do we need to gag you?” 

“Tm not going to say anything.” Kit’s gaze darted from James, 
looking at him with an intense hunger. And Bishop, looking at him 
with a curiosity less heated, but more dangerous. “I won’t go to the 
cops. I won’t say anything. I don’t want any trouble.” 

James chuckled, but it was Bishop who answered. “Of course 
you're not going to the cops. You’re coming with us.” 

Oh. 

There it was. The terror again. It spiked through Kit like an icicle 
to the heart, and he couldn’t answer. Couldn’t breathe. Kit felt it with 
a distant fascination. All around him, rivers of blood seemed to sway 
and flow. A rising tide to carry him away. 

He needed to run now, because following these two monsters to a 
second location was a bad fucking idea. 

But his legs wouldn’t respond. His vision swam red, and his knees 
buckled. 

Kit slid to the floor, unable to flee from the two men approaching 
him. 


2 
“Good boy.” 


Concern dropped Bishop to his knees. Caution kept his hand on his 
gun. This boy could be anything—perpetrator, witness, or victim—and 
Bishop hated uncertainty. Behind him, James paced and swore. 

“Hey. Kiddo.” Bishop brushed the long bangs back from Kit’s 
forehead to get a better look at him. “Kit. You with me?” 

Kit’s face was ice-white, his lips colorless. His eyes were shockingly 
green against his pallor, but glazed over with the near faint. He 
blinked once, twice. 

Then he shuddered. Tried to shove himself backwards. With the 
wall behind him, there was nowhere to go. 

Probably a good sign, Bishop decided. Fuck, this operation was a 
mess. 

“Hand me my bag,” Bishop ordered. 

“Fuck, this is so fucked up,” James hissed behind him, echoing 
Bishop’s thoughts. “Who is he? Why is he here?” 

The duffel bag landed next to Bishop. 

“Doesn’t matter right now.” There was something about the young 
man. Something Bishop wanted to spend time taking apart. But he 
didn’t have time for that now. He seized Kit gently yet firmly by the 
jaw—the kid was too weak and frightened to fight back. “The cops 
will be here soon, and all they’re going to find is corpses. How many 
they find is up to you. You’re going to have a better time coming with 
us, understand?” 

With his other hand, Bishop rifled through his bag until he found 
what he was looking for. 

Kit shuddered again. “I understand.” 

“Good boy,” Bishop said, and locked the handcuff around Kit’s left 
wrist. Kit barely had time to flinch before Bishop had the other wrist 
trapped too. There was something immensely satisfying about the 
sight of cold steel gleaming harsh around narrow bones. 

“I said I understand,” Kit protested. Then bit his lip, with that coy 
little look he tried on James already. His voice was much softer when 


he added, “PII be good.” 

“I know you will.” Bishop patted his cheek, ignoring the way Kit’s 
invitation stirred his blood. “You’re going to be so cooperative. I’m 
just giving you some extra props, to help you out. James, grab the 
tape. How much time do we have left?” 

James reappeared at Bishop’s side, waving a phone too quickly for 
Bishop to read the screen. “Five minutes. What’s the plan?” He 
grabbed the duct tape from the bag and ripped a strip off. 

Kit’s eyes widened, but he didn’t struggle as James smoothed it 
over his mouth. Another wave of that strange satisfaction clicked 
inside Bishop. Like jerking off in the morning. Like putting a bullet in 
a skull that deserved it. Something about seeing Kit bound and 
gagged, under his control, felt right. 

Shaking off the distraction, Bishop seized Kit’s arm and dragged 
him to his feet. Kit staggered, and only Bishop’s grip kept him upright. 
Holding Kit up was so easy—he was a foot shorter than Bishop, with a 
birdlike fragility. 

No time for a plan. Which meant Bishop had to fall back on the 
usual basics: control the timing and control the scene. 

“You handle cleanup,” he told James. “I'll take him and figure this 
out.” 

“T should take him,” James said, not quite casually enough. “I have 
a building nearby.” 

Bishop didn’t dignify that with a reply. “Text when you’re done.” 

“Greedy bastard,” James muttered. 

But Bishop was already manhandling Kit out of the kitchen and 
through the reeking mausoleum of the house. 

He led Kit out back through the alley. Unworried about 
surveillance—they found most of the nearby cameras already smashed 
up by Addersen’s gang when they first cased the joint. James’s jammer 
took care of anything else, and part of James’s cleanup job involved 
grabbing the jammer itself. 

Bishop yanked Kit’s hoodie over his head and grabbed him by the 
back of the neck, keeping his head down as he pushed him forward. 
No cameras, but he didn’t need any witnesses to him leading a guy 
around with duct tape over his mouth. 

“You’re doing great,” Bishop said quietly. “Almost there.” 

Kit made a tiny, muffled noise. 


Bishop’s unassuming gray sedan was parked at the end of the alley, 
and getting Kit into the car was easy. Bishop buckled the seatbelt 
awkwardly over his bound arms, then watched carefully as he circled 
around to the driver’s side—but Kit made no attempt to escape. Just 


watched him, with those wide green eyes. 

Like emeralds. Not just the color, but the depth. A cold, lifeless 
beauty. 

Shards stuck in Bishop’s mind as he drove away. 


Kit’s panic ebbed and flowed, alternating with a strange excitement. 
He was more fucked up than he thought, if this experience was 
anything besides utterly terrifying. But not nearly as fucked up as 
Bishop, who talked so gently as he cuffed and gagged Kit. Who called 
Kit good boy as he abducted him. 

There wasn’t much traffic this morning. Maybe it was a weekend. 
Kit couldn’t remember. He tried to curl up more comfortably on the 
seat, but he was bound too awkwardly with the seatbelt over his 
cuffed wrists, his bag twisted up over one thigh. Every time he moved, 
he felt Bishop’s gaze. 

The sun was still too fucking bright. Kit never managed to grab 
breakfast or swallow the ibuprofen. He should probably keep an eye 
on his surroundings, but he ducked his head instead, avoiding the 
stabbing sunlight. 

Maybe ten minutes into the uncomfortable journey, Bishop broke 
the silence. “Almost there.” As if he could hear Kit’s silent question, he 
added, “We’re heading to my place.” 

Great. The murderer’s lair. 

“I haven’t decided what to do with you yet,” Bishop continued. 
“But I’m not going to harm you.” 

Kit choked on a laugh behind the itchy tape. 

Five minutes later, they slowed in front of a squat, two-story house 
in the suburbs. The SoCal September hadn’t yet fully baked into the 
xeriscaped yards today. Bishop parked in the cleanest garage Kit had 
ever seen. As the garage door rattled down, Bishop leaned over the 
console. 

Kit flinched away, pulse skyrocketing, until he realized what 
Bishop was doing—removing the duct tape. 

Yes, please. He held still as Bishop peeled it from his mouth, 
though he couldn’t help scrunching his eyes at the sting. Bishop’s 
gloves were gone. Not worried about DNA anymore, apparently. 

“Aren’t you worried [ll scream?” Kit asked, though the thin rasp in 
his voice made that a pretty empty threat. 

“Scream all you want,” Bishop answered evenly. “The 
soundproofing can take it.” 


No soundproofing necessary. Kit remained silent as Bishop guided 


him into the house, a broad hand firm against the small of his back. 
Bishop was really unfairly tall. 

Kit expected to be dragged down to a basement or something. 
Chained to a radiator. Instead, Bishop pushed him into a clean, 
ordinary kitchen and sat him down at a glass table. 

All right, so Bishop redid the handcuffs, looping the chain behind 
the spokes of the back of the chair, so Kit couldn’t escape without 
dragging the chair with him. That part fit Kit’s expectations for a 
deranged murderer-kidnapper. 

As did Bishop sitting across the table and staring. 

A clock hung beside the fridge. A sunburst pattern, the hands 
shaped like rays of sunlight clicking from number to number. The tick 
was quiet. Incessant. Overwhelming in the silence. 

Kit lasted seven minutes. “Well? Have you decided what to do with 
me?” 

“T have,” Bishop said, and left the table. Pulled something out of a 
drawer, and something else out of a bag Kit couldn’t quite see. 

“What is it?” Kit straightened up as well as he could with his wrists 
bound behind him. The metal pinched his skin. “Rape, murder, 
waterboarding? I’m hungry enough already, starving to death would 
be easiest.” 

“None of the above.” Bishop tossed two items on the table between 
them. “I’m going to tell you the truth.” 

“If this is an ‘I can tell you, but then Pll have to kill yov’ sort of 
thing, I don’t want to hear it.” Kit felt a strange sense of pressure from 
Bishop. Like there were impending consequences he wasn’t aware of. 
Like his life depended on his actions in the next few moments. 

Bishop flipped open the wallet first and pushed it over. The 
driver’s license was easy to read in its plastic sleeve. 

“My name is Matthew Bishop. I retired from the San Corvo Police 
Department five years ago. Since then, I’ve been working as a private 
investigator.” 

He slid a business card from the wallet, then flipped open the 
second item on the table. A police badge. 

Kit averted his gaze from the information. “I told you. I don’t want 
to know anything.” 

“Too late.” Bishop circled around the table and laid a hand on Kit’s 
shoulder. His grip was deceptively gentle through Kit’s clothes, and 
the touch lingered on Kit’s skin even after he let go. “You’ve seen my 
face—you already know too much.” 

Bishop left the room for a moment, with the sound of cabinets 
unlocking and closing. When he returned, he set a thick folder on the 


table, but didn’t reveal it yet. “I’m going to explain who I am and 
what I do. What you do with that information will be up to you.” 

This had to be some sort of sick game. Kit suddenly missed James, 
with his unmistakable leer and confident, possessive touch. James’s 
desires were clear. Simple. A lot easier to deal with than whatever the 
fuck Bishop was up to. 

“I promise I won’t go to the police,” Kit said, and it was probably 
even true. He didn’t want to get involved in an investigation. He 
didn’t want to be a witness. Better to stay anonymous, flying under the 
radar, find a different shitty gang to leech from, crash from party to 
party until— 

Whatever the final goal was. 

Kit was already starting to forget the smell of blood. The memories 
of Uncle Ed and the other bodies were blurring. He could shove them 
aside and ignore them. He could shove everything aside. He would be 
fine. 

Bishop continued, undeterred by Kit’s protests. “Usually, my job 
means investigating neighborhood disputes and stalking cheating 
spouses. Tracking down long-lost whoevers. But some of my clients 
are desperate.” His eyes were like ice. “Real desperate. When the 
justice system fails, I’m their last resort.” 

“People hire you to kill people?” Kit asked, curious despite his best 
intentions. 

“I don’t always agree. Not every case ends in a bullet. That’s part 
of the service I offer—I’m the judge and the jury. I take that decision 
off my clients’ hands. Helps them sleep better at night.” 

The sunny clock ticked another half minute, as Kit bit back his 
question. 

What about you? How do you sleep at night? 

“Was—were the guys you killed today part of a job?” Kit almost 
slipped and said Uncle Ed. Not many people called him that anymore, 
and if Bishop was killing Ed’s friends, he didn’t want to seem like he 
knew Ed Addersen at all. 

Bishop tapped the folder. “How much do you know about Ed 
Addersen?” 

“He let me crash after a party, and I just kind of stuck around. 
That’s all.” 

Bishop’s gaze raked uncomfortably over Kit’s body again. “You 
might be lucky we showed up when we did. He wasn’t the fun kind of 
drug dealer, and I don’t kill men just for selling weed to high 
schoolers. Dealing was just how he met the kids.” 

Kit’s stomach twisted. He hadn’t known that—but he wasn’t 


surprised. 

Bishop tapped the folder again. “You might have been too old for 
him, though. I can show you the file, or you can take my word for it.” 

“I don’t need to see it,” Kit answered quietly. There was only so 
much he could shove back at once. 

As if confirming he was certain, Bishop paused, but didn’t push 
him. “I’ve killed a lot of people since I left the force, and all of them 
have deserved it.” Bishop leaned back in his chair. “As far as I’m 
aware, you don’t deserve it. So, I’m going to let you go.” 

Kit stared into Bishop’s piercing blue eyes. And realized that he 
had it wrong. The life at stake today wasn’t his. It was Bishop’s. 

The driver’s license. The badge. Bishop was giving Kit everything 
he needed to turn Bishop in. 

This time, Kit was the judge and the jury. 

Kit’s wrists stung in the handcuffs, and his head felt light and 
floaty. “You’re really letting me go.” 

“Pm really letting you go.” Bishop cracked a sardonic grin. “In a 
week.” 

“Excuse me?” 

Bishop stood up. “I can offer my neck for the noose, but not 
James’s. He has his own burden to carry, and his road isn’t over yet. 
Don’t expect to get anywhere squealing on him—a week is more than 
enough time for him to cover his ass, and his lawyers will make your 
life a living hell.” 

“I won’t squeal,” Kit snapped. “Just let me...” 

Go? Go where? 


He could hardly go back to Uncle Ed’s place now. Fuck. This was 
the most insane hangover of his life. 

“Fine,” Kit said. “Slumber party time. What happens next?” 

Bishop moved behind him and unlocked the handcuff—only from 
his right wrist. His touch was gentle against Kit’s bruised skin, sending 
unexpected, ticklish mixed signals up Kit’s nerves. Gentle, but not 
kind. He kept the cuff on Kit’s left wrist, fastening the other cuff to the 
chair instead. 

Bishop leaned down, his voice weirdly reassuring in Kit’s ear: 
“Next is breakfast. I’m starving, and I bet you are too. Do you prefer 
scrambled eggs or omelets?” 

“Scrambled,” Kit replied reflexively, before the facts of the matter 
violently reasserted themselves in his brain. What was he doing, 
getting breakfast from a murderer? “Wait!” 


Bishop paused on his route to the fridge—and Kit’s stomach 


twisted, yawning in hunger. 
Okay, yeah. He was starving. 


“Remember to wash your hands,” was all Kit ended up saying. He 
didn’t want blood in his scrambled eggs. 


Bishop left Kit chained to the chair for an hour after breakfast, while 
he locked up every exit and the more sensitive areas of the house. He 
didn’t know what Kit would decide to do with the day’s revelations. 
Probably Kit didn’t know yet either. He’d been through quite the 
ordeal—at Bishop’s hands. 

Sure enough, when Bishop finally uncuffed him and gave him free 
rein of the living room, Kit didn’t try to escape. He just curled in a 
corner of the couch and fell asleep, like a little lost animal sheltering 
where it could. 

This wasn’t the path Bishop wanted. He left the force to avoid 
harming civilians. If he was getting arrogant enough to make a 
mistake, maybe it would be better if Kit turned him in. Bishop had 
trashed his career for his principles before. May as well trash the rest 
of his life too. 

Bishop had a lot left on his post-murder to-do list. But instead, he 
turned out the lights. Drew the curtains, shrouding the room in 
darkness. Settled himself in the armchair angled next to the couch. 
Close enough to touch Kit, if he wanted. 

But he didn’t. He just listened to the kid’s faint breathing as he 
unlocked his phone and opened his messaging app. The last message 
from James waited unanswered. 


James: lol a week??? I need an hour, tops, to clear everything. You 
just want to keep him for a week, don’t you??? 


James: You act all principled and righteous but you’re a sick fuck. 
How dare you take advantage of that sweet innocent boy?? 


James: So how is he? Sharing is caring, send pics 
Bishop ignored the blatant insinuations. 


Bishop: You'll need three days to clear your shit, and the rest of the 
week to double-check my clients like we agreed. I’m taking the fall 
for this, and Ill drive him to SCPD myself if he wants to sing, but 
I’m not taking my clients down with me. 


The reply arrived almost instantaneously. 


James: You’re so uptight lol. Don’t worry, I have it covered. 
Bishop: Thank you. 


He hesitated. Glanced again at Kit’s sleeping form, covered in 
shadows on the couch. The kid slept with his knees curled up tight, his 
hair falling over his face. His sweatshirt had fallen askew, baring the 
thin, pale lines of his shoulder and arm in the dim light. 

Bishop pulled up another contact and sent a new message. 

Bishop: If you’re free this week, could you run a search on 
someone named Kit Byron? Not 100% on the spelling. 

The reply came quickly: Sure thing. New case? 

Yes, Bishop replied, then set his phone down. 

He hadn’t noticed at first, in the adrenaline of the crime scene. He 
chalked his intense fascination up to Kit’s big green eyes, that 
intoxicating blend of jaded vulnerability. Kit’s sharp beauty, and 
Bishop’s own self-flagellation for carelessly entangling him in this 
mess. 

But after half a day’s observation, Bishop was certain this was 
more than fascination. 

Kit looked far too familiar. Bishop had seen him somewhere 
before. 
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heat or hunger 


Kit woke to a persistent buzzing. For a moment, he forgot where he 
was; he cracked open his eyes ready to swear at Uncle Ed for doing 
whatever-the-fuck when the sun was still out and Kit wanted to be 
asleep. 

But his surroundings immediately reminded him of his perilous 
situation. He was in a tidy bachelor pad of a living room, curled up on 
an ancient, comfortable sofa—a murderer’s lair. 

His sleep-blurred gaze fell on the chipped wooden coffee table, 
now bearing a grilled cheese sandwich and a tube of ointment. Then 
across the room, where Bishop was wielding a power drill at the 
window. 

Kit’s voice caught in his dry throat. He pushed himself upright on 
the couch, knees tucked in front of him. When the buzzing paused, he 
asked, “Is there something wrong with the window?” 

Bishop glanced back. “I’m fixing it so you can’t escape. I already 
locked the kitchen, so tell me if the sandwich is cold. I’ll nuke it for 
you.” 

Kit stared, thrown off-balance by the sheer bizarre logic. 

A sandwich. An offer. If this, then that. Doing one thing to prevent 
another thing. All perfectly sensible as long as one accepted that the 
goal was keeping Kit captive for a week—and feeding him. Bishop 
seemed to see no contradiction between drilling the windows shut and 
heating up Kit’s sandwich. 

Unless the sandwich was part of Bishop’s sick games too. 

“Is it drugged?” Kit asked. 

The power drill buzzed to life again. “One way to find out.” 

Kit swung his feet to the floor. Testing doors proved that Bishop 
was right; the kitchen was locked. So was the front door. And what Kit 
thought was a hallway. The stairs were free, but Kit ignored them for 
now and tried the windows instead. 


The first was already screwed shut. And the second. The third— 
Bishop seized him by the forearm, his broad hand fully circling 


Kit’s bones. The forceful heat drew Kit’s rapid pulse to the surface of 
his skin. 

“Tm not done with that one yet,” Bishop said calmly. 

Kit swallowed, dizzy with heat or hunger or something close 
enough to fear that he could justify it with that name. “You’re insane.” 
Bishop released his arm and nudged him away from the window. 

“You'll feel better after you eat your sandwich.” 

Kit returned to the coffee table and picked up the tube of ointment. 
“What’s this for?” 

“Your wrists,” Bishop answered, and resumed drilling. 

Kit’s hand shook on the ointment. He looked down and only now 
really saw the red marks around his wrists. Felt the sting of abraded 
skin where he had pulled against the handcuffs. He thought about 
being stubborn. Rejecting the bullshit gestures of kindness. As if 
Bishop could assuage his guilt by feeding Kit and tending his wounds. 

Stubbornness ebbed into emptiness. Kit felt only a numb disquiet. 

In the end, his wrists did hurt. He rubbed the ointment into his 
wounds as he watched Bishop seal him into the house. 

Then he ate his sandwich. And he’d never admit it, but he really 
did feel better after. 


Three days in, Kit’s captivity wasn’t too different from staying at 
Uncle Ed’s place. Except Kit slept chained to a bed instead of in the 
bathtub. And there weren’t noisy people every night. Just him and 
Bishop. And yeah. Bishop stared at him, those piercing blue eyes 
tracking Kit’s every movement. 

But the man hadn’t done anything to Kit yet. 

Kit was free to roam downstairs, except for the kitchen and 
Bishop’s home office, and upstairs, except Bishop’s bedroom. Bishop 
only chained him up to sleep, and the rare occasions he left Kit alone. 

However, Bishop had taken Kit’s phone, and wouldn’t let him near 
anything connected to the internet. Brutal. So, Kit lay on the floor 
reading home improvement magazines, in between zoning out into 
nothingness. 

“Do you like pizza?” Bishop asked from the sofa. His laptop 
keyboard clicked, probably typing up some sort of vigilante manifesto. 

“I like not being held hostage by murderers,” Kit said. 

Bishop didn’t respond. He kept doing that—ignoring Kit’s jibes. It 
made Kit feel more comfortable making them, and more foolish all at 
once. 

Silence lingered, and the stupid magazine blurred in front of Kit’s 


eyes. “No pepperoni. I want barbecue if they have it.” 

“Noted.” Bishop tapped on his laptop. Then he continued in the 
same normal tone, “TIl need to cuff and gag you when the driver 
shows up.” 

“Whatever,” Kit muttered. “Fucking psycho.” 

He caught Bishop looking away with a faint grin. 

Thirty minutes later, Kit held out his left wrist. He wasn’t looking 
forward to the bondage, exactly. He was looking forward to the 
moment of entrapment. Bishop’s blunt fingertips brushing the 
reddened skin of his wrists. Bishop’s scent and size completely 
surrounding him. 

Kit preferred remembering he was Bishop’s prisoner. The moments 
Bishop couldn’t pretend whatever the fuck he was pretending the rest 
of the time. Kit didn’t resist as cold metal once again encircled his left 
wrist. 

Bishop looped the chain around one of the vertical bars of the 
staircase railing, then locked in his right wrist. Kit had to twist 
awkwardly around as Bishop procured a bandana—and the fucking 
duct tape again. 

“Is that clean?” Kit asked. 

“Open your mouth,” Bishop replied. 

Kit sighed and obediently opened his mouth for Bishop to stuff the 
bandana in. It was clean, probably, but felt horrible in his mouth. Too 
dry, too large. Face twisting, Kit immediately tried to spit it out. 

Bishop held his jaw in place and sealed his lips with a strip of duct 
tape. Then another. 

Tears stinging his eyes, Kit did his best to glare. 

Bishop straightened, towering over Kit. He traced the edge of the 
tape against Kit’s cheek, sending strange tingling sensations through 
Kit’s bloodstream. “I don’t mind you being obedient,” Bishop said 
softly. “But I worry about you. Would you be this good for someone 
worse than me?” 

What the fuck. 

Indignation flared inside Kit. Where did Bishop get off saying 
something like that, when Kit’s mouth was sealed and he couldn’t 
respond? 

Except, why did Kit even want to respond? He should be able to 
ignore this. Ignore Bishop. Ignore everything. 

Kit couldn’t ignore anything when he was bound and gagged like 
this. 

Fuck. Maybe Bishop would give him a handle of vodka to go with 


the pizza, if he asked sweetly enough. 

Before Bishop could say anything else weird, the doorbell rang. 
Bishop closed the door between the living room and the foyer as he 
left, but Kit could still hear the conversation at the front door. He slid 
down to sit on the stairs, leaning his head against the railing, and 
listened as his captor made small talk with the delivery woman. 

Bishop sounded so normal, talking to other people. A little gruff, 
but the woman laughed at something he said and thanked him for the 
tip. 

The door closed, and Bishop carried the boxes to the kitchen before 
returning to Kit. He ripped the duct tape off first, bringing a fresh 
sting to Kit’s eyes. His fingers brushed Kit’s lips as he pulled the 
bandana from his mouth. “How are you feeling?” 

Kit refused to dignify that with a response, too busy grimacing and 
stretching out his jaw. 

Then the doorbell rang again—and on the heels of the chime, a 
thunderous pounding at the door. 

“I don’t think that’s the pizza woman,” Bishop muttered, leaving 
Kit cuffed to the railing. This time, he left the door between the living 
room and foyer open, and when Kit craned around, he could see 
Bishop peering through the peephole in the front door. 

Bishop swore, glanced back at Kit, then cracked the door open. 
“This isn’t a good time,” he snapped to whoever was outside. 

Definitely not the pizza woman he was so nice to a minute ago. 

A deeper male voice answered, with steely politeness. “Then make 
it a good time, unless you want an awkward conversation with your 
HOA about me bleeding out on your porch. Really ruins the property 
values.” 

“Christ.” Bishop ran his hand through his hair, and Kit found 
himself enjoying the man’s consternation. “Fine, get in, but go straight 
to the fucking kitchen.” 

He yanked the door open and ushered the visitor in. The new 
arrival was a tall, Black man around the same height as Bishop. A 
tailored gray button-down clung to his broad shoulders. He would 
look perfectly put together, the sort of professional that always 
intimidated Kit when he ended up at too-nice coffee shops—except the 
stranger was clutching his suit jacket to his left arm. 


The sleeve was soaked in blood. 


“What’s your problem today?” the stranger asked. “No sympathy 
for the wounded? I just need sutures. I had to switch cars, left my bag 
in the...” 


The stranger met Kit’s eyes. His gaze swept over Kit’s figure 


chained to the railing, confusion shading into shock on his face. 

Then suspicion. “Bishop,” the man said, in a low, restrained voice. 
“What the fuck is this?” 

“Darius,” Bishop started, but broke off when Kit shifted on the 
stairs—the handcuffs audibly clinking around his wrists. 

Fuck this. 

Lifting his chin, Kit met Darius’s gaze and said, “He’s holding me 
here against my will.” 


Darius waited for the punchline. A laugh. A hint that Bishop was 
suddenly way more into bondage and roleplay than Darius had given 
him credit for. The guy always seemed so vanilla for an ex-cop 
vigilante. 

But there was no punchline. Just a skinny white kid handcuffed to 
Bishop’s staircase, with red marks around his wrists beneath the baggy 
sweatshirt sleeves. Dark circles shaded beneath his eyes. 

“Explain this,” Darius said coldly. 

He knew Bishop’s job. A hell of a lot nicer than Darius’s own. 
Bishop killed for his clients, but he also killed for justice. His own 
twisted sense of remorse, as if each well-aimed bullet was another step 
towards redemption. 

Darius just killed for money, and he felt no remorse at all. 

Killing people was one thing. Abduction and torture weren’t out of 
the question either, for the right price, though Darius could afford to 
be choosy about his jobs now. Not like when he started out, shoveling 
every dollar he could into the gaping abyss of his mother’s debts. He 
even helped on Bishop’s cases sometimes. Darius’s version of pro bono 
charity work. 

But what the fuck was Bishop doing, bringing a liability into his 
own home like this? 

Bishop stepped between Darius and the stairs. Between Darius and 
the hostage. “Pll explain in the kitchen.” 

“Who is he? You brought him to your house?” Darius gestured at 
the living room, then hissed in pain, remembering the bullet wound. 
His drenched sleeve clung uncomfortably to his arm. “Is this a sex 
slave thing? Who do you think you are, your—” 

“Finish that sentence and you'll regret it,” Bishop snarled, his face 
hard. 

Darius stared at him, trying to read the truth in the man’s eyes. 
Mixed with the old pain was a brand new uncertainty. 

“Of fucking course.” The quiet voice startled Darius, drawing his 


attention back to the figure huddled on the stairs. The young man 
slumped against the railing. “You’re another of his psycho friends, 
aren’t you?” 

Another. So the boy had met James already. 

“Something like that,” Darius replied. 

Blood dripped with a soft tap-tap on the hardwood floor. 

“Pll explain,” Bishop said. “But can I patch you up first?” 

“This had better be good.” Darius took one last look at the hostage 
before following Bishop into the kitchen. 


The jaded exhaustion as he called Darius a psycho. The 
vulnerability in those big green eyes. It was a combination Darius 
would find difficult to forget. 
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“Can I sleep here tonight?” 


Twenty minutes later, Kit heard the garage door opening and closing. 
The attractive bleeding man—another of Bishop’s psycho friends, 
apparently—left without Kit seeing him again. Kit wasn’t surprised the 
man proved not to care about his plight. Bishop was too careful. He 
wouldn’t let anyone in the house if they actually had a chance of 
ruining his plans. 

Whatever his plans really were. 


“Who was he?” Kit asked when Bishop returned to unlock his 
handcuffs. 


Bishop pocketed the cuffs and key, and turned Kit’s wrists over in 
his callused hands. His thumbs brushed the pink marks circling Kit’s 
wrists like bracelets. Not as raw as the first night. “You’re learning not 
to struggle as much.” 

Kit’s skin tingled under Bishop’s touch. “Seems pretty pointless, 
yeah.” 


“That was nobody you need to worry about,” Bishop finally 
answered. “He seems nice, but don’t let that fool you. He’s 
dangerous.” 

“Look who’s talking,” Kit muttered. 

Bishop hauled Kit up to his feet, releasing his grip as soon as Kit 
was steady. He seemed to have an uncanny sense of Kit’s physical 
abilities. “Come on, pizza’s in the kitchen.” 

Kit was on his third slice of barbecue chicken pizza when Bishop’s 
phone buzzed. Bishop looked down at the screen, then up at Kit for 
just a moment before he typed his reply. Then he continued eating his 
own pepperoni-tainted pizza. 

After they finished eating. Bishop took Kit’s plate and said, “You 
can leave in the morning.” 


Kit froze. 


Bishop moved to the sink and started rinsing the plates. How 
fucking responsible, Kit thought inanely. Bishop was the best 
housekeeper Kit had lived with since Dad. 


“It’s only been four days,” Kit said. “What changed?” 

Bishop loaded the plates into the dishwasher. “James works fast. 
Why, did you want to stay?” 

“Fuck off,” Kit snapped. There was a jagged truth to Bishop’s 
casual quip. 

Not that Kit wanted to stay. He didn’t want to be held captive by a 
psycho pepperoni-eating murderer. But Kit had told the truth when he 
first met Bishop, surrounded by rivers of blood and mountains of 
bodies. 

Kit didn’t want anything. 

And he had no idea where to go from here. 

He wasn’t going to turn Bishop in. That probably made Kit a 
horrible person, but Uncle Ed and his gang had been horrible people 
too. Kit couldn’t muster the courage to report their executions. To 
serve as a witness. To be involved. 

To be known. To be found. 

Being lost was so much easier. 

Bishop loaded the dishwasher with soap and closed it. Pressed a 
few buttons, and it rumbled to life. Kit watched, dazed, as Bishop 
opened the fridge and pulled out a can of beer for himself. 

“Let me know if you want a ride anywhere in the morning.” Bishop 
popped open the can, completely calm, as if he wasn’t telling Kit to 
destroy him. “The station, the bus stop, wherever.” 

Kit swung his feet to the ground. 

The first place he met Bishop was a kitchen. That time, Kit stood 
frozen, the taste of blood filling his lungs as Bishop walked towards 
him. This time, Kit walked towards Bishop, his bare feet too quiet 
against the tile. Like he wasn’t really there. 

Stopping close enough to touch Bishop, he looked up into those 
piercing blue eyes. Kit found what he was looking for: the moment 
Bishop’s gaze dropped to his lips. His throat. 

“I want a beer,” Kit said, taking Bishop’s can. Their fingers didn’t 
touch. 

Bishop let him have it. Opened a new can for himself. 

Stupid thoughts and stupider plans swirled as Kit took the beer out 
into the living room. The cold liquid shocked him awake. 

Forget wanting things. Right now, he needed to survive. He needed 
to be practical. 

He needed a place to stay. 


Kit didn’t know anyone else in town, and assuming he got his 
wallet back from Bishop, it would be nearly empty. He could steal 


from Bishop. Hell, Bishop was weird enough, he would probably give 
Kit cash if he asked. Kit could take a bus to another friend of a friend, 
find somewhere to land for a night or three. 

But then? 

With Kit’s luck, with the sort of people he knew, he’d probably just 
end up in the middle of another crime scene. This time playing the 
victim instead of the witness. 

Visions flashed, faded like badly exposed polaroids. Boys with dark 
hair and green eyes and deep black bruises around their throats. 

Fingernail claw marks. 

Kit curled up on the couch and downed the rest of the beer, a 
decision crystallizing in his mind. Staying at Bishop’s house would be 
better than leaving. But he needed to give Bishop a reason to keep 
him. 

Luckily, Kit knew how to be persuasive. 

But Kit’s amazing, foolproof plan hit a slight snag early on: Bishop 
didn’t handcuff him that night. 

Slowly nursing his second beer, Kit waited curled up on the couch 
until he realized Bishop wasn’t coming back downstairs. The clock 
ticked past midnight, and Bishop was already in bed. 

His head light and floaty, whether from the beer or nervous 
detachment, Kit drifted through the darkened house. 

He had traded sexual favors for things he needed before. A hand 
job for weed. A blowjob for three weeks at the place he stayed before 
Uncle Ed’s, until the guy’s girlfriend left town and he started wanting 
more from Kit. The accommodations weren’t worth the price; the 
apartment had termites. 

This place was nice. No termites. There was something weirdly 
enthralling about Bishop, too. Kit wouldn’t mind paying a higher price 
for more of this. 

He knew where Bishop’s bedroom was, though he’d never been 
inside before. Tonight, it was unlocked. The light from the hall 
revealed Bishop in bed, his back turned to Kit. 

Kit didn’t allow himself to hesitate, for fear he would lose his 
nerve. He avoided an overflowing laundry hamper and a sealed 
cardboard box near the dresser as he made his way towards Bishop’s 
bed. Anticipation and nerves warred for his attention. He shoved them 
both back. This wasn’t about how he felt. 

He had a goal. He needed to achieve the goal. That was it. 


But he still froze when Bishop rolled over to face him, expression 
unreadable in the darkness. “Need something?” Bishop rasped. 


Kit’s reply stuck in his throat. Swallowing hard, he approached the 


bed. Touched the edge of the mattress, glad the darkness hid his 
pallor. He felt cold and kind of nervous, but that would be okay. He 
would have fun, or pretend well enough. “Nothing much. I’m just a 
little tired of sleeping alone.” 

“What do you mean by that?” Bishop asked, a strange tension in 
his voice. He half-sat against the pillows, a predator waiting in the 
shadows for his prey’s next movement. 

Kit braced his knee on the edge of the bed. Still not touching 
Bishop, but the larger man’s warmth permeated the blankets. “Come 
on,” Kit murmured. “You know what I mean.” 

Bishop hadn’t stopped him yet, so Kit crawled all the way onto the 
bed. He knelt beside Bishop’s reclining form and reached out one hand 
—then retracted it. 

“Can I sleep here tonight?” Kit asked. 

Bishop sat up, his bulk looming in the darkness. Shadows dipped 
and curved over his bare chest and shoulders. Their mingled breaths 
filled the night, and the shadows grew heavy around Kit’s limbs, 
holding him in place as Bishop touched his cheek. 

His lips. 

“You looking to get fucked tonight?” Bishop asked, the growl in his 
voice vibrating straight through Kit’s baser instincts. Short-circuiting 
all his fears and plans until all that remained was the buzz of lust. 

With that one sentence—yeah. Yeah, Kit was looking to get fucked 
tonight. 

But that affirmation died on his lips. The moment of lust passed, 
and Kit found himself speechless, shaking slightly under Bishop’s 
hand. 

All the breath fled Kit’s body as the world flipped around him. The 
bed heaved, and suddenly Kit was on his back, wrists pinned above his 
head in an iron grip. Bishop hovered over him, his presence 
overwhelming. 

Kit’s pulse spiked as Bishop leaned down. Stubble scraping Kit’s 
cheek, Bishop whispered in Kit’s ear, “I didn’t think so.” 

Kit instinctively struggled, but Bishop held him down with ease. 
The size difference between them was viscerally clear. Bishop’s hands 
around his wrists were more restrictive than the handcuffs ever were. 
Nothing Kit did could move Bishop at all. 

“Youre scared,” Bishop said. 

There were worse things than being scared. “I’m not.” 

“That wasn’t a question.” The heat of him surrounded Kit. “I know 
what fear tastes like.” 


Kit’s breath caught. “You’re fucked up. If you aren’t going to fuck 


me, let me go.” 

“Not until you tell me why you’re really here.” 

“Are you stupid?” Kit demanded. Indignation burned through the 
cold fear. All Kit wanted to give up was his body—not anything 
important. 

No truths. No explanations. 

Bishop chuckled. “You have no sense of self preservation, do you?” 

“You have no idea,” Kit snapped, wrists twisting uselessly against 
Bishop’s hands. “Stop acting like you can read me. You don’t know me 
at all.” 

“Then explain it to me,” Bishop said, a dangerous smile in his 
voice. “Pretend I’m stupid.” 

Kit slumped back, no longer trying to struggle. He didn’t want to 
fight, as if it would help anyway. He was too tired, too stressed, too 
overwhelmed by how much he was feeling after months of numbness. 

Yeah, Kit was afraid. But he knew how to live with fear. “I thought 
I was pretty obvious. Fuck me. If you can.” 

Bishop’s grip adjusted to hold Kit’s wrists down with just one hand. 
The other skated down to cover Kit’s throat. Fingers rested on his 
hammering pulse. “Of course, I could. It would be easy.” 

“Is that the problem?” Kit laughed. “I could struggle.” 

“Only if I let you.” Bishop’s grip didn’t tighten on Kit’s neck. Just 
shifted. A reminder, not a threat. 

The awareness of how easily Bishop could strangle him was still 
exhilarating. No, terrifying. Kit was supposed to be terrified. 

“Tell the truth, now,” Bishop said. “We both know you don’t want 
this. Why are you here?” 

Fuck it. 

Kit sighed, completely submissive and motionless. Staring past 
Bishop’s shoulder, he confessed, “You said you were done holding me 
hostage. But I don’t have anywhere else to go.” 

Bishop’s grip tightened, then loosened on Kit’s neck. “You’re trying 
to trade sex for a place to stay.” 

Again, not a question. 

Kit closed his eyes. Turned out he wasn’t too empty to feel shame 
after all. “I thought you were interested. Clearly, I misread you.” 

“You have no idea how you’ve misread me,” Bishop said 
cryptically. He released Kit’s wrists and sat up, leaving Kit cold and 
uncovered on the bed. “Sleep in here if you want, but I’m moving to 
the couch.” 

Kit shoved to his feet. “Keep your stupid bed,” he muttered, and 


retreated before Bishop could say anything else. 

He half-expected Bishop to seize him as he fled. To pounce out of 
the darkness and drag him back. But he reached the guest room 
untouched and alone. 

Fuck. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

Kit shut his door, torn between humiliation, relief, and worry. 

Obviously, Bishop would kick him out in the morning. Kit was 
lucky not to be on the street right now, in the middle of the night, 
after that misjudgment. 

Fuck. He’d really thought Bishop was into him. But clearly Bishop’s 
interests only extended to toying with and threatening Kit. Some sort 
of psycho platonic bondage thing. Bishop didn’t want anything else 
from Kit, and Kit was an idiot to think otherwise. 

Nobody would ever want Kit as much as he had. And even he 
hadn’t wanted Kit enough. 

Whatever. Kit curled up in the spacious, empty guest bed, not 
bothering to crawl under the blankets. Worth a shot. He would just 
have to find somewhere else to stay. He had always managed before. 


Bishop waited until he heard the guest room door closed before he 
collapsed back in bed. His heart pounded with the cocktail of instincts 
that had taken all his willpower to suppress. 

Reaching down for his aching cock, he rubbed himself through his 
boxers as his mind spiraled. 

What the fuck was Kit thinking, crawling into Bishops bed and 
offering himself up like a vulnerable little gift? 

If Bishop were any worse of a person, he wouldn’t have hesitated. 

As it was, Bishop nearly gave in. For a moment, he wanted nothing 
more than to believe Kit’s offer. To flip him over and take him. 
Slowly. To break him down until he cried from pleasure. 

Except Bishop couldn’t ignore how wrong Kit’s little charade felt. 
The boy’s every movement was an empty performance. Portraying 
seduction, not truly wanting it. 

Bishop was a lot of things. A murderer, however much he dressed 
it up in the concept of justice. A kidnapper, after this week. But lucky 
for Kit, Bishop wasn’t a rapist. If Kit was trading sex for a place to 
stay, Bishop wanted no part of that. 

But now that Kit was gone, Bishop’s desires were a secret known 
only to himself and the darkness. What harm was there in pretending? 

He stroked himself through his boxers, twisting his thumb over the 


head. Imagined Kit’s hand on him instead, so much smaller, so fragile. 
Kit would be so easy to break, but Bishop wouldn’t want to do it the 
easy way. 

Bishop would learn every piece of Kit as he fractured away. 

And Bishop had an undeniable feeling that there was more to 
learn. This wasn’t the first time Bishop felt something was off about 
Kit’s reactions. Like he was filtering himself through some theoretical 
idea of how a person was supposed to behave. 

Bishop’s contact still hadn’t returned any results in his search for 
Kit Byron. 

In the darkness, Bishop’s thighs flexed. Friction and need boiled in 
his blood. He remembered shoving the bandana between Kit’s thin 
lips, feeling them stretch wide around his fingers. The memory 
evolved, until it wasn’t just Bishop’s fingers shoving into Kit’s mouth. 
Until Kit gagged on Bishop’s cock instead, the length forcing between 
those pretty pink lips. How wide his mouth would stretch, how his 
jaw would ache. How his eyes would narrow and redden, on the edge 
of tears. 

Bishop ran his hand through his hair, tightening into a fist, and 
imagined he was holding Kit by the hair instead. 

The memory of Kit’s threatening tears drew Bishop over the edge. 
Afterwards, Bishop panted raggedly. He wasn’t about to kick Kit 
out onto the street, if that’s what Kit was worried about. But one thing 
was certain—Kit couldn’t stay here much longer. Bishop’s willpower 

would only stretch so far. 
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Don’t worry, I’m not going to murder you ;) 


Lounging with his feet on his glass-topped desk, James flipped 
through a folder on his phone. The images were a mix of screenshots 
and photographs, each neatly labeled at the bottom. 

A scan of a driver’s license. A write-up for a six-year-old drunk 
driving charge. A map. Photos of a suburban street. Seven photos of 
the same man, taken from different angles and distances, sometimes 
partly obscured by fencing or foliage—each clearly taken without the 
subject’s knowledge. A professional headshot of a smiling, silver- 
haired white man in his fifties. 

A travel itinerary placing the man in San Corvo on a business trip 
next week. 

James flipped through the discreetly-taken photos again. This 
private investigator wasn’t nearly as good as Bishop, who would never 
have sent him photos taken through chain-link fencing. 

Still. This was good enough. Another rung in the ladder that would 
take James to his goal. 


James glanced out through the glass walls of his office, suppressing 
a grin at the well-paid professionals glued to their own computers. 
The sun was nearing noon over the glittering city. James should head 
out soon, so nobody felt obliged to work through lunch just because 
the director was still in the office. 

San Corvo Security wasn’t James’s only company, but it was the 
one he kept most directly under his personal control, in his mother’s 
memory. The others were mostly just investments. Useful investments. 
His family’s money was all James had left of them, so he may as well 
make the most of it. 

His phone rang with a call from Rope Guy. 

James pressed a button, and his office’s windows slowly changed 
hue, taking on a darker, bluer tint. Now, he could still see out, but 
nobody else could see in. His assistant could read lips—which James 
usually found convenient, but not when certain of his friends were 
calling. 

After the windows shifted, James answered the phone. “Long time 


no talk, Darius.” 

Darius Fontaine, one of the most annoying people James knew, 
wasted no time on pleasantries. “Did you know Bishop’s keeping a sex 
slave?” 

“Of course,” James answered, before his brain caught up. “Wait, 
hold on. There’s no way Bishop’s fucking him. Is Bishop fucking him? 
That’s not fair, he said I couldn’t...” 

There was a pause. The faint sound of traffic over Darius’s line. 

“He’s not keeping Kit as a sex slave,” James said, with more 
confidence than he felt. “Just an ordinary hostage, to be released... 
whenever. Don’t worry about it.” 

“Where did you pick him up?” Darius asked. He was on 
speakerphone as he drove. 

Interesting, that Darius was so interested. James toyed with a pen. 
“What did Bishop tell you?” 

“Pm asking you, not Bishop.” 

“My answer is whatever Bishop told you.” James turned off his 
computer as he talked, gathering up his things. “You’re not getting 
anything different from me, unless you tell me why you want to 
know.” 

After a moment, a gruff laugh came over the line. “You’re not as 
dumb as you used to be.” 

“Aw, I’m flattered.” 

“Don’t be.” 

“Hey, listen,” James said. “What are you doing on Monday?” 

“That’s confidential.” 

“You’re no fun,” James said, and hung up. 

Exiting his office, James waved goodbye to his assistant, who 
would know to have the car brought around for him by the time he 
reached the ground floor. James contemplated his next target’s travel 
itinerary as he took the elevator down. 

There was a lunch reservation for tomorrow. James could easily 
arrange a reservation of his own, but it would look more natural if he 
had a date. Someone who wouldn’t be surprised if the buffet turned 
bloody. If Darius wasn’t free, maybe Bishop would be willing to play 
the role. 

Or maybe... 


Kit was braced for his eviction, but when he headed downstairs the 
next morning, Bishop was nowhere to be found. The extra locks were 
gone from the front door and the garage. Kit could unlock them and 


leave at any time. 

Instead of leaving, Kit continued inspecting the house. Most of the 
doors were unlocked—he could enter or exit through any door in the 
house except Bishop’s bedroom, Bishop’s office, and the attic. 

He found the first evidence of Bishop’s presence in the kitchen. A 
half-pot of coffee sat still warm on the counter. Next to the pot sat 
Kit’s wallet, and his cell phone plugged into an outlet. 

So, that was what freedom looked like. Kind of anticlimactic. 

Kit poured coffee into a black and gold San Corvo Police 
Department mug—the biggest mug in Bishop’s kitchen, and therefore 
Kit’s favorite. He stirred in too much sugar, then sat cross-legged at 
the kitchen table with the coffee and his sorely-missed cell phone. 

Fully charged, on. No new notifications. 

Except when Kit unlocked the phone and opened his texts, there 
were a number of messages from the last few days—all marked as 
read, though he obviously hadn’t been able to read them. 

Bishop or James or whoever went through his messages, and they 
didn’t care enough to hide it from Kit. 

“Fucking assholes,” Kit muttered, lifting the giant mug to his lips 
with both hands. He couldn’t quite muster the appropriate outrage. Of 
all the things they’d done to him, reading his texts was really the least 
of it. 

Besides, the phone was only a year old, with a new number. There 
wasn’t anything important on it. 

He browsed the texts he’d missed. Just friends of acquaintances, 
people who would have known he was at Uncle Ed’s place but hadn’t 
been complicit enough in Ed’s crimes to warrant a death sentence 
from Bishop. 


Did you hear Ed’s place got shot up? wtf 
were you still staying with ed?? what happened? 


Kit ignored them, more interested in checking what important cat 
videos he’d missed over the past five days. But before he could open 
any other apps, his phone buzzed. A push notification popped up at 
the top of the screen, from an unfamiliar contact. 


Sexy: Hey babe, come to lunch with me tomorrow. I'll pick you up 
at 1 


Kit definitely didn’t remember saving that number to his phone. 


Who the fuck was Sexy? 


Kit could count the number of people who had called him “babe” 
recently on one hand—starting and stopping with a single middle 


finger. 

He pulled his feet up on the kitchen chair and sipped his coffee. 
His phone screen wasn’t cracked anymore, he realized after two 
minutes of staring at his phone. And after three minutes, he replied. 


Kit: hi james 
Sexy: Aww, you remembered me! I’ve been thinking about you ;) 


Kit’s eyebrows lifted at the near-instantaneous reply. He couldn’t even 
begin to think of how to respond before James texted again. 


Sexy: Don’t worry, not in a creepy way ;) 


The memory of James’s touch ghosted over Kit’s skin. Long fingers 
tracing his jaw. A broad palm gently caressing his throat. Warmth 
pooled in Kit’s belly. With time and distance—not enough time, not 
enough distance—the bloody background of that moment seemed less 
important. Blood and flesh strewn across the tile floor. Macaroni Jeff’s 
brain sliding down the front of the fridge. None of that mattered right 
now. 


What mattered was that moment of connection. Understanding. 
James wanted Kit, and he made that very clear. No games or bullshit. 


Kit: i don’t want to know what you think is creepy if this isn’t it 
Sexy: Lol, you’re so funny. That’s what I like about you 
Sexy: Ok, there are other things I like about you... 


All right, there were plenty of games and bullshit. Kit flushed, the heat 
in his face not entirely due to the coffee. He hugged the mug to his 
chest, feeling like a high school student flirting with his crush between 
classes. That sort of fluttery, embarrassed feeling. At least, what Kit 
imagined that would be like. He hadn’t been thinking about crushes at 
all by the time he dropped out. 


Maybe Bishop was right. Maybe Kit had no sense of self- 
preservation after all. Because he texted James back. 


Kit: where are you taking me for lunch 
Sexy: It’s a surprise! 
Sexy: Don’t worry, I’m not going to murder you ;) 
Rolling his eyes, Kit didn’t make James wait for a reply this time. 
Kit: the fact that you have to say that is worrying 
Sexy: Lol 
Sexy: Do you have any allergies? 
Sexy: Do you need new clothes? I can send an assistant to take you 


shopping tonight 


Kit rolled his eyes again, weirdly amused by James’s combination of 
domineering confidence, consideration, and unconvincing promises 
not to murder him. 


Yeah. Bishop was right. No sense of self-preservation. 


Kit: no allergies. i have clothes. if you text me again today, lunch is 


off 


A moment later, his phone buzzed again. But it wasn’t a reply. Just 
a casual thumbs-up reacting to Kit’s last message. 

Kit laughed despite himself. James knew when to quit after all. 

Setting his phone down, Kit refilled his mug with coffee and sugar 
while he thought. He only had a few changes of clothes in his bag, and 
they were all dirty. Time to figure out Bishop’s laundry machine. 
Hopefully he wouldn’t flood the place. 

Or maybe hopefully he would. Serve Bishop right for embarrassing 
him the night before. 

Kit had a feeling Bishop wouldn’t be thrilled about him agreeing to 
lunch with James, and that made it even better. Maybe that was why 
he agreed. Just to piss off Bishop. 


It couldn’t be because Kit was curious what James was up to. It 
couldn’t be because he remembered the heat in James’s touch. 

It couldn’t be because Kit yearned for the kiss of flames against his 
fingertips. 


Kit barely saw Bishop that evening. Which was good. Kit didn’t want 
to talk to Bishop, and luckily Bishop didn’t seem to want to talk to 
him either. The next morning, Bishop was once again gone when Kit 
woke up around eleven. 

After showering in Bishop’s guest bathroom, Kit fussed with his 
hair in the mirror—until he realized what he was doing. 

He stared at himself. Pale skin, sharp bones. Green eyes that didn’t 
always feel like his. He was the same strange, worthless boy he’d 
always been, and here he was. 

Primping for a date with a murderer. 

“Forget Bishop.” Kit lifted his hand to cover his reflection’s eyes. 
The mirror matched his bitter smile. “You’d hate this, wouldn’t you?” 

At 12:55 p.m., the doorbell rang. 

Kit poured himself a glass of water. Rinsed the taste of coffee from 
his mouth and spat it in the sink before slowly walking to the front of 
the house. 


A bouquet of white roses greeted him at the door. Each dewy petal 
glittered with sunlight. At least twenty flowers, nearly as blinding 
white as James’s smile as he offered the bouquet to Kit. 

“Hey, babe. Is Bishop around?” 

Kit looked James up and down. Mostly up—James was a foot taller 
than Kit’s 5’3”. His black hair was casually slicked back, and he wore 
a simple t-shirt and dark jeans. But Kit had a feeling James’s casual 
outfit cost quite a bit more than his. 

“Are the flowers for Bishop?” Kit asked, cocking his head. 

James laughed, revealing his dimples. “They’re for you. Unless 
you’d be jealous if I said they were for Bishop. Then they’re for him.” 

“I don’t want to know about anything you and Bishop do 
together,” Kit said, even as his imagination took off at lightspeed. He 
remembered James’s comments at Uncle Ed’s house. Getting hard 
when killing. Needing to blow off steam. 

Did Bishop and James ever fuck after killing people together? 

Kit shouldn’t want to know this bad. 

“Seriously, is Bishop here?” James asked, stepping past Kit into the 
house. “I need a vase for the flowers.” 

They couldn’t find a vase, so made do with a cooking pot. 
Afterwards, James led Kit out to the car— 

A black limousine, parked on Bishop’s street. A middle-aged 
woman had paused walking her chihuahuas to gawk from the next 
corner up. She had her phone out, and Kit wondered whether she was 
texting her friends or posting on the neighborhood app. 

Pretty attention-grabbing ride for a murderer. Kit stared at the 
limousine. “Where the fuck are we going to lunch?” 

“We have a reservation at Féter,” James said as the driver opened 
the door. He ushered Kit inside with a presumptive hand on his back. 
The touch seared through Kit’s thin long-sleeve shirt. “Nice local 
place, shouldn’t be too crowded. Are you sure you’re not allergic to 
anything? I can call ahead. Well, Carla will call.” 

Kit perched halfway down the cushy bench seat. The leather was 
soft beneath his palms. The driver—Carla, a stocky brown woman 
whose silky pink blouse somehow went with her buzzcut and tattoos 
—closed at the door behind James. The door’s locking clicked inside 
Kit’s heart. 

James sat across from Kit, his stare nothing less than predatory. 
But his voice was totally normal as he patted the seat next to him. 
“Come sit by me. Do you want any water? Soda? I’m saving the wine 
for after lunch.” 

Kits mouth went dry. “I don’t need anything.” 


James didn’t insist. Just sat with his arm against the back of the 
seat as the limousine started moving. “So, how has Bishop been 
treating you?” 

He didn’t invade Kit’s space, but his presence was overwhelming. 
Their knees were just a few inches apart. 

Kit shrugged. “Pretty okay, considering the whole hostage thing. 
Are you the one who looked through my phone?” 

“Yep.” James grinned, not even trying to deny it. 

“Why?” Kit fidgeted with his long sleeves. He didn’t have anything 
important on his phone, but that didn’t change how weird it was. How 
offended and scared he should be by the violation of privacy. 

“A couple reasons,” James said. “I needed to clear your location 
records for the past month, in case anyone looks into you.” 


Kit hadn’t even thought of that. Of course. His DNA was all over a 
mass murder scene now. At least he wasn’t alone—a lot of people had 
DNA at Uncle Ed’s place. 


James continued. “I also sent all your conversations with Ed 
Addersen and his associates to Bishop.” 

Revulsion twisted through Kit, bringing up the files he had refused 
to look at. “You thought I might have been involved with that?” 

“Bishop asked me to check.” 

“Would you have killed me if I was involved?” Kit asked. 

“Bishop’s pretty intense about his whole justice thing,” James said. 
“No idea what he would have done. But don’t worry—you’re too 
young and cute to die. I would have just kidnapped you back from 
him earlier, for your own protection.” 


The limousine stopped at a red light, and Kit contemplated the 
door as his pulse hammered in his throat. Maybe this was a good time 
to dive from the limo. 

James’s foot nudged forward, until his nice leather shoe rubbed the 
inside of Kit’s beat-up lime converse. Even muffled through his shoe, 
the friction tingled through the arch of Kit’s foot. 

He stayed put, chained in place by his own terrible instincts. 

James continued, ticking off unhinged privacy violations on his 
fingers. “Anyway, then I ran a keyword search on your other 
messages, checking for criminals, cops, or ex-boyfriends I needed to 
eliminate.” He paused to toss a wink at Kit. “I checked for other 
messaging apps. Then I installed a program of mine that will keep you 
from getting hacked by anyone else with impure intentions.” James 
dropped his hands to his knees, smirking. “Finally, I loaded $1,000 
onto your app store balance.” 

Kit stared. “You did what?” 


“Check if you don’t believe me.” 

Obviously, James was joking. He may as well have said gullible 
was written on the ceiling. But Kit found himself sliding his phone 
from his pocket anyway, forced to wiggle slightly on the seat to get it 
out of his tight jeans. “You’re fucking with me,” Kit said as he swiped 
to the right app. 

“Pm absolutely fucking with you,” James said. “But this part’s 
true.” 

It was. Kit’s app store balance should have been $8.43. Now it was 
$1,008.43. 

Kit’s hand shook slightly around the phone. Pieces fit together, 
strange and familiar, in a shape that made sense. 

Eventually, Kit asked, “What do you want in exchange?” 

He was already prepared to sell himself this week anyway. 

The space between them diminished as James leaned forward, 
elbows on his knees. “I want a lot of things, but that’s unrelated. The 
money is compensation for invading your privacy. If you agree to give 
me your banking information, IIl give you a lot more, because Bishop 
and I have terribly inconvenienced you. Besides.” 

James’s dark eyes fixed straight into Kit’s battered soul. Like he 
was looking for something. Like he had found it. His palm slid hot 
over Kit’s knee. 


“I don’t need money to get what I want from you, do I?” 
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“At least buy me lunch first, asshole.” 


James was close enough to count Kit’s dark eyelashes. Every speck of 
shadow in his forest-green eyes. The hitch in Kit’s breath was 
captivating. James’s slightest word provoked such a strong reaction in 
the boy, which would be entrancing enough. 

Kit leaned back against the leather seat, lifting his chin. “At least 
buy me lunch first, asshole.” 

The reply hammered home the final nail of James’s obsession. 

Kit was perfect. Utterly perfect. James had wanted Kit from the 
moment he saw him, just because Kit looked so pretty in the middle of 
a bloodbath. But the way Kit could fall apart, stunned, then draw 
himself together again—that doll-like composure hiding fear and 
arousal— 

James had to have him. But he could be patient. Stalk his prey. 

Buy him lunch. 

The rest of the ride was quiet. Kit wandered around the limousine, 
looking at everything, while James stayed put and watched Kit. 

The long-sleeved shirt hung loose from his thin frame, offering 
only hints of his figure. The black skinny jeans were great, though. 
Practically painted on, with rips and holes showing tantalizing 
glimpses of pale skin. James could easily imagine those slender thighs 
wrapped around his hips. 

Restricting his gift to a token amount on Kit’s app store account 
was the right move. James had first intended to load Kit up with a 
more reasonable $10,000, but decided to play it cool. He didn’t want 
to overwhelm the kid. 

Apparently, James and Kit had different definitions of “token 
amount.” 

Kind of alarming, how far a mere $1,000 could apparently get him 
with Kit. James needed to accustom Kit to immense amounts of 
money, so he wouldn’t be so easily swayed by men with lesser wallets. 


“Am I underdressed?” Kit asked as they entered the restaurant. James 


kept describing it as a cute local place, but from the gold mirrored 
decorations to the waiters in black bow-ties, Kit wouldn’t be surprised 
if it cost $1,000 just to walk in the door. 

That might be pocket change to James, though. 

James just placed a confident hand at the small of Kit’s back, 
guiding him forward. “Don’t worry. You’re perfect.” 

Kit brushed his hair awkwardly behind his ear as the hostess 
greeted James effusively. “Right this way, Mr. Zhou.” 

“Thanks, Holly,” James said with a smile. He kept his arm around 
Kit as Holly led them across the room. 

The place was large, but not crowded. Twice as many tables could 
have fit into the space, and everything was tucked into secluded 
corners, surrounded by hanging plants and chandeliers. A couple of 
people nodded at James as they passed. Kit braced himself for 
scrutiny, but nobody stared too long at him. 

James only let go of Kit when Holly pulled the seats out for them. 
As soon as she left, Kit accused, “Are you like, famous or something?” 

“Not famous. Just rich.” When Kit stared, unimpressed by the 
distinction, James sighed. “I inherited a lot of money, and I own a few 
businesses. I invest in others. My influence is mostly local, but anyone 
who can get a reservation here knows who I am.” 

The waiter arrived with menus, and Kit opened his, worried it 
would list a bunch of things he couldn’t pronounce. Instead, it was 
mostly... salads, pizzas, and burgers? 

All whatever the fuck “deconstructed” meant. 

“Trendy, isn’t it?” James grimaced. “Order whatever. Do you want 
anything to drink?” 

“Just water.” 

James grinned. “Me too. I have some important business to take 
care of today.” 

Kit glanced up thoughtfully but didn’t question that yet. This place 
was a weird choice for James to take him. Sure, James seemed to 
want to impress him with money—and Kit couldn’t say it wasn’t 
working—but from what little he knew of James, his interests would 
be better served with dinner and drinks at home. 

Maybe skipping the dinner part. 

Maybe skipping drinks too. 

This very public, very formal environment where James’s hand 
hadn’t even wandered past the small of Kit’s back didn’t fit the man’s 
M.O. 

After their appetizers arrived, Kit picked at truffle fries that surely 


weren’t worth the price on the menu. “So, what’s this about? Don’t tell 
me it’s just a date.” 

“Never just a date.” James winked. “Not when it’s you. But that’s a 
fair question. How about this? Since I want to get to know you better 
too, let’s play a game.” 

“Christ,” Kit muttered. “Nevermind.” 

“Tt’ll be a fun game,” James said confidently. “Pll ask you 
questions, and for each one you answer, you get to ask me a question 
too. I swear to answer truthfully and completely. Though I may save 
some details for less conspicuous venues.” 

“Details?” 

James’s grin was dark. “Be careful what you ask for.” 

Kit chewed the inside of his lip. “Got it. Let’s play.” 

But of course, James wasn’t satisfied with those terms. “Every time 
you don’t answer, I get something from you.” 

“Christ,” Kit muttered again. “Like what?” 

James’s gaze crawled up lasciviously up and down Kit’s body. Kit 
felt like he was wearing nothing at all instead of his shirt. “Just a kiss. 
That isn’t too much to ask, is it?” 

Oh, good. That was better than a lot of options. Depending on 
what questions James asked, Kit might be paying a lot of forfeits. 

James’s first question was easy, though. “Are you a virgin?” 

“No.” Kit dipped his fries in the aioli. “How many people have you 
killed?” 

James laughed, unabashed. “Wow, personal. Let me think.” He 
counted a few rounds on his fingers, looking up as if deep in thought. 
“Counting my three last week on Bishop’s job, twelve.” 

Kit believed him. Really, really believed him. The number should 
scare Kit. He should get up and walk away. 

But once again, he didn’t. 

James leaned in. “I phrased my first question badly. Lips like 
yours, you’ve obviously sucked cock. But have you ever had a cock in 
your ass?” 

Kit’s cheeks heated. “No.” More of him heated at the look in 
James’s eyes. “Who else have you killed, and why did you kill them?” 


James pointed at him. “That’s two questions. For the first, I can 
give you an itemized list when we’re not at a nice restaurant. For the 
second...” His face suddenly became somber. Wistful. “When you get 
a chance, search for Evelyn Zhou online. That’s z-h-o-u. Every kill is 
another step closer to the men who murdered her, her husband, and 
her daughters.” He shrugged. “Or it’s a favor to Bishop.” 


Kit hadn’t expected to see so much pain in James’s eyes. His own 
throat tightened in response, and he was about to apologize when 
James’s terrible smirk returned. 

“My turn for two questions.” James eyed Kit hungrily. “Did Bishop 
fuck you?” 

The recent rejection stung in Kit’s memory. “No.” 

James’s grin widened. “Second question. If I told you to move to 
the chair next to me, so I could jerk you off right here at the table, 
would you agree?” 

Kit’s breath hitched. James’s gaze burned like touch over every 
visible piece of his skin. The naked lust was overwhelming. 
Intoxicating. Jeans suddenly uncomfortable, Kit didn’t even consider 
refusing to answer. Or lying. James wouldn’t believe a lie. 

“Yes,” Kit said quietly. 

Worth it, for the look of astonishment on James’s face—followed 
by ravenous delight. “Damn, babe. I was sure I was going to get a kiss 
with that one.” 

Flushed, Kit sipped his water. “Not my fault you’ve been asking 
easy questions. How did you and Bishop meet?” 

They paused while the waiter came by with their main course. 
When they were alone again, James answered, “We were both 
tracking the same white collar lowlife. Bishop was nice enough to let 
me interrogate the guy before he finished his job. I got his business 
card and hired him to find my next target. That was about four years 
ago.” 

He said it as casually as if they’d met on the golf course. 

Kit had never been golfing, though. Maybe it involved more 
murder than he assumed. 

“Okay, I’ll stop giving you a hard time. That’ll come later.” James 
winked shamelessly over his deconstructed bacon burger. “Where are 
you from?” 

Kit paused. Finished chewing his salad—the only thing on the 
menu that wasn’t “deconstructed.” Dropped his hands, so James 
couldn’t see him fiddling with his sleeves, but his every fear and 
insecurity felt magnified. Like his anxiety reflected from the gold 
rosette chandeliers. 

“No comment,” Kit said. 

James’s eyes lit up. “Are you throwing the game for me, pretty 
boy?” 

Kit stabbed his salad. “Is that another question?” 

James just chuckled. And then—his demeanor didn’t change, but 
his eyes shifted. Suddenly, his attention was no longer fully fixed on 


Kit. 

Which shouldn’t annoy Kit so much. 

Still smiling, James said, “Two tables over to your left, there’s a 
man in a purple and red tie. Look over subtly, or not at all.” 

Kit turned to scan across the entire room, not making eye contact 
with anyone. His gaze swept over the man James mentioned. Middle- 
aged, silver hair. A purple and red striped tie. Completely ordinary. 

“What about him?” Kit asked, straightening in his seat. 

James dug his fork into his deconstructed burger. His foot slid 
against Kit’s under the table, the simple touch sending tingly 
shockwaves of arousal through Kit. The fluttery, flirty feeling mixed 
disconcertingly with James’s next words: 


“Tm going to kill him today.” 
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“This is just for the cameras.” 


Kit didn’t think for a second that James was joking. “What the fuck?” 
James’s eyes curved in a smile. “Are you going to try to stop me?” 
God. Fucking. Damn it. 


The gold and white walls of the fancy restaurant wavered around 
Kit. Keeping quiet about a crime that had already happened was one 
thing. Turning Bishop in wouldn’t have brought Uncle Ed or his gang 
back to life. 

Mr. Red and Purple Tie was still alive. 


But Bishop had warned Kit about James’s scary lawyers, and James 
was already throwing around so much money it was basically a 
superpower, just to impress—or fuck with—Kit. How many more 
resources could James muster to keep himself out of prison? James 
was a murderer, anyway. He didn’t even need money to get rid of Kit, 
if Kit got in his way. 

Plenty of reasons to be afraid. Kit told himself that was why he was 
staying quiet. Cowardice. 

Not curiosity. 

James’s smile was unsettlingly affectionate. “Finish your salad, 
pretty boy.” 

Kit rolled his eyes but obeyed. He half-expected James to pull a 
gun out at any moment, but preparing to kill someone was quieter 
than that. As they finished splitting what appeared to be a pile of 
crystallized air and sugar, like a miniature beehive of cotton candy, 
James pulled out his phone and sent a text message. 

A minute later, Mr. Red and Purple Tie excused himself and 
headed out through the back of the restaurant. 


Five minutes later, James paid their bill, then led Kit in the same 
direction. His warm, strong hand completely engulfed Kit’s. 

“Where are we going?” Kit asked nervously. 

James leaned closer as they passed a waitress. Said in Kit’s ear, just 
loudly enough that the waitress surely overheard: “We’re going to the 
bathroom. I need some privacy for what I want to do to you.” 


Kit’s ear heated. He couldn’t tell if James was telling the truth, 
establishing an alibi, or both. 

Kit couldn’t tell which answer he preferred, either. 

Two doors took them past the bustling kitchen into a hallway so 
quiet that their footsteps echoed. To the left was a windowed door to 
the kitchen. To the right were a string of storage closets and two 
restrooms. At the end of the hall was a door beneath an emergency 
exit sign. 

Kit couldn’t help glancing at the cameras glittering at the corners 
of the ceiling. 

A phone buzzed loud enough to make Kit jump. James paused in 
the middle of the hallway and pulled out his phone. “Hi, Bishop. 
How’s your Monday going?” 

Kit’s pulse sped as James turned away from the cameras, towards 
Kit. Bishop’s reply was inaudible. 

“Don’t worry, he’s with me,” James said cheerfully. “We’re on a 
date.” 

There was a long silence, in which Kit’s face heated and James’s 
smile deepened. 

“Why are you so weird about him?” James asked. “Fine, Pll put 
him on. Here, babe. Tell Bishop you're alive.” 

Kit took the phone reflexively and pressed it, still warm from 
James’s touch, to his ear. He licked his dry lips. “Did you miss me?” 

Silence on the other end, until Bishop sighed. The sound was quiet, 
but so clear Kit could practically feel his hair stirring with the man’s 
breath. As if Kit stood pressed between both of them, Bishop behind 
him and James in front of him, with Kit too weak or too stupidly 
reckless to escape. 

“Stay safe, all right?” Bishop said eventually, his gruff voice 
rumbling through Kit. 

“Whatever,” Kit replied, deadpan, and handed the phone back to 
James—even as he tried not to reel from those simple words. The 
stark white hallway closed in around him, and he didn’t hear 
whatever James said before hanging up. 

Stay safe. 

Kit couldn’t remember the last time someone said something like 
that to him. 

James’s fingertips beneath his chin broke Kit from his daze. “Hey,” 
James murmured, and stepped forward. Gently, confidently urging Kit 
backwards, until Kit pressed against the cold wall. “You don’t have to 
kiss me right now.” 

Kit’s head tipped back to meet James’s eyes. He struggled to 


process the words, at complete odds with James’s movements. Tension 
and heat hummed between them. “What?” 

James’s other hand dropped to Kit’s waist. “This is just for the 
cameras.” 

Panic shot through Kit, before he realized what James meant. 
Security cameras. Nobody was watching them, taking photos of Kit. 
Security cameras were fine. 

James’s thumb traced Kit’s hip bone through his thin shirt, all 
ticklish pressure and friction. A breath away from Kit’s lips, James 
said, “Touch me back. Just for a second.” 

Both his hands fell to Kit’s hips now, every movement imprinting 
on Kit’s oversensitive nerves. 

“Am I your alibi?” Kit asked, barely more than a whisper, and 
James just laughed. 


Then his laughter fled, replaced with an appreciative hum as Kit 
touched his chest. Kit slid his palms up James’s chest. How much did 
the shirt cost? What would it look like, clawed and wrinkled beneath 
Kit’s nails? Solid muscle moved with James’s every breath. When Kit 
touched James’s neck, he found a pulse just as quick as his own 
beating beneath James’s golden tan skin. 

James wasn’t nearly as calm as he appeared. Nervousness? Fear? 
Excitement? 

Was James’s pounding pulse for Kit, or the murder he was about to 
commit? 

“Is that enough?” Kit asked, and he was stupidly disappointed 
when James said, “Perfect.” 

James pulled him into a restroom—a plain white single room, 
clearly not intended for the wealthy customers. As soon as the door 
swung closed, James separated from Kit and started tapping on his 
phone. 

“I need you to stay here for fifteen minutes. There are no cameras 
in the bathroom, and I’m looping the hallway cameras now, so it will 
look like we’re both still in here.” 

Kit leaned against the cold granite counter. “Did you hack the 
cameras? How does that work?” 

“I own San Corvo Security. I installed these cameras, no hacking 
required.” James pocketed his phone. “I’ll be back when I’m done 
interviewing that scum.” 

“Where are you going?” Kit asked, trying not to sound nervous. He 
was feeling that a lot this week. Nervous. Uncertain. He wasn’t sure it 
was a bad thing, after months of barely feeling anything. 

“That door at the end of the hall leads to a stairwell, which leads 


to an underground garage. Scumbag of the Day is waiting there after 
receiving an urgent text from an associate.” James winked. “All you 
need to do is wait here, and I’ll pick you up when I’m done. If anyone 
asks, you came twice, and my cock is enormous.” 

He didn’t wait for Kit’s reply before slipping out the door. 

All Kit’s weight leaned on the counter. The edge hurt. He hugged 
himself, trying to steady his spinning thoughts enough to decide what 
to do. 

It wasn’t too late to stop this. 

It wasn’t too late to escape. 

James wasn’t right next to Kit anymore, spiking his adrenaline 
with threats and temptation. Sharp thorns and soft white petals. James 
couldn’t stop Kit from calling the cops. From running out that door 
and ruining everything. 

Instead, after a moment, Kit pulled out his phone and searched for 
the name Evelyn Zhou. 

San Corvo Massacre! Business Mogul and Family Slain 

Kit scrolled past the first few sensationalized headlines in the 
search results and clicked into a less tabloid-looking article. Even 
without the breathless tabloid narration, the details were gruesome. 

Celebrated Chinese-American businesswoman Evelyn Zhou (43) was 
murdered in her San Corvo residence Thursday night. Her husband, artist 
Patrick Zhou (42), and their daughters Crystal (17) and Iris (12) were 
also slain. Son James Zhou (14) survived the attack. Authorities are still 
seeking leads, according to San Corvo Police Department Chief... 

There were no photos, but a vivid description of the crime scene 
spanned multiple rooms and the front yard. Kit lingered, nauseous, 
over the note that the police didn’t find fourteen-year-old James 
hiding in a closet until six hours after they arrived on the scene. 

Biting his lip, Kit searched for more recent articles. 

A year later. A vigil was held on the anniversary of... 

Two years later. Authorities are still pursuing leads regarding... 

Five years later. The surviving scion of the murdered Zhou family has 
announced an increased reward for any information leading to... 

Seven years later. James Zhou will step into his late mother’s position, 
announced the San Corvo Security board of directors, following a 
tumultuous contest between... 

Ten years later. A vigil was held on the anniversary of... 

From beginning to end, the details remained unchanged. A family 
was slaughtered, and nobody knew who was responsible. Vigils were 
held. Authorities sought information. 


James was the only one who changed. He grew up. He amassed 
power. He inherited his family’s legacy—and far, far more. 

Kit’s hand tightened on his phone, and he stared at the stark white 
walls of the restaurant bathroom. 

James’s family was murdered fourteen years ago. As far as Kit 
could tell, authorities had no more answers than they did the day of 
the massacre. James was twenty-eight now, according to the most 
recent article Kit found, which meant he had spent half his life 
without any information about his family’s murder. 

Except for the information he gathered himself. 

An old, strange pain surfaced in Kit’s lungs. An absence he rarely 
thought of, because it had been such an integral part of him for so 
many years. 

Kit didn’t know what happened to his own mother. She was gone 
by the time he was two. He didn’t know her real name, and he only 
knew her face from photographs he saw much later. 


If he knew—if it was anything like this—would he become a 
hunter like James? 


Or would Kit just keep running, like the prey he’d always been? 


“I don’t want a mess any more than you do,” James said to the man in 
front of him. His pistol’s weight was warm in his gloved palm, the 
muzzle pressed flush against his target’s temple. His other gloved hand 
held the man’s throat. “This shirt is new, and I have a date.” 


The parking garage was dark and cavernous, expensive cars valet- 
parked next to storage closets and supply crates. 

The man shuddered against James. “Pll give you everything I can. 
Please. I don’t know as much as you think I know.” 

“Of course, you just handle the insurance payouts,” James said 
soothingly. His intel said it wasn’t true, but the relief would cloud the 
man’s head. “How close can you get me to the top?” 

“T’ve never even met the Rat King. I don’t know anyone who’s—oh. 
Fuck.” 

Exhilaration thrummed through James’s veins. The Rat King. 
James hadn’t heard that name before. “Tell me something new,” 
James said, pushing his luck, though time was almost up. “I don’t 
want the Rat King. Give me another name, any name, and I won’t 
shoot. You'll be back upstairs in time for dessert.” 

James didn’t expect to get anything else, and this was already a 
very productive meeting. The Rat King was a new name to search for. 
Maybe someone was trying to fill the power vacuum left by the 


Viper’s absence. 

But today’s target was a coward, apparently, and he had more to 
spill. 

“Melissa Vespers,” the man said. “She tells me which claims to 
divert.” 

“Thanks.” James let go of the man’s throat. Gun held steady, he 
backed away and waited. 

The man crumpled to the concrete floor, writhing and choking on 
his own swelling throat. 

James had told the truth about not shooting, but he lied about 
dessert. He’d already stuck the tiny, poisoned needle into the man’s 
neck. 

Triumph and adrenaline spiked through James’s body. Blood 
heating, he holstered his gun and headed for the stairs. 

His date was waiting for him, and it was time to celebrate. 
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Every bad idea only excited him more. 


Kit splashed water in his face. Rubbed his cheeks dry with his sleeves, 
avoiding his own red gaze in the mirror—until he heard women’s 
voices down the hall. 

Heart in his throat, Kit pressed against the door. He recognized 
Holly the hostess saying, “There’s a spare in the downstairs garage. PI 
be right back up.” 

Kit froze. The garage was where James was. James said he would 
be back in fifteen minutes, but it had only been ten. If Holly went 
down there now, what would she run across? 

What would show in the hallway security footage? 

Would James hurt her? 

Would she turn James in? 

Kit didn’t stop to think about either option. Between James’s 
heated touch and the cold pain in his eyes, Kit had already decided he 
wasn’t turning James in. He was already complicit, and this next step 
was far easier than Kit would ever have thought. 

He couldn’t allow Holly to get to the garage. 

Kit paused just long enough to ruffle his hair, until he looked even 
more disheveled. Leaving the bathroom, he didn’t have to fake his 
breathless, uncomfortable nerves. 

Sure enough, Holly was rounding the corner, almost in range of the 
cameras James had looped. She seemed surprised to see Kit. 

“Excuse me, this is a staff only area,” Holly said with a frown. 

“Tm so sorry, I had no idea.” Kit twisted his hands together. He 
looked around and saw nobody else. “Pll tell Mr. Zhou that 
immediately.” 

She straightened up. “Is Mr. Zhou with you?” 

“He’s, um. In the bathroom. Listen, could you do me a huge 
favor?” This was a stupid plan. A phenomenally stupid plan. But at 
least Kit didn’t have to fake his utter humiliation. Kit pushed his hair 
back from his forehead, feeling her note his messy hair, his damp face, 
his rumpled clothes. “Mr. Zhou asked me to see if there was any, um. 


Vaseline, or like, olive oil or something I could borrow from the 
kitchen?” 

“What? Why would you—” Holly’s eyes widened. 

Kit ducked his head, face heating. “Please, this is so embarrassing.” 

“Right, um. Well, this is very, um. But it’s for Mr. Zhou, so. Wait 
here, and Pll be back in a minute.” Her heels clicked away on the tile 
floor 

Kit slumped against the wall in relief. Face still burning, he sent 
James a rapid-fire text message. 


Kit: wait until i tell you to come back up. also YOU OWE ME 


James immediately replied with a kiss emoji. 

Somehow, that settled Kit’s nerves. All the pain and panic and 
embarrassment coalesced into something warmer. Kit was the only 
one in this empty, echoing hall, but he wasn’t alone. 

Thankfully, Holly didn’t say anything when she returned with a 
bottle of olive oil. She didn’t even make eye contact, just handed Kit 
the bottle and retreated towards the kitchen. Kit made his own retreat 
to the bathroom, set the bottle on the counter, and texted James the 
all-clear. 

Moments later, the door swung open. James looked the same as 
when he left—his clothes perfectly neat, his hair perfectly tousled— 
except for the hunger in his eyes, their dark flame stoked to ravenous 
heat. His presence filled the room, and suddenly there was no space 
between them at all. 

James’s hand slid behind Kit’s neck, pulling him in. The full 
strength of James’s body pressed against Kit. James’s cock was hard 
against Kit’s stomach, as clear as if there weren’t layers of clothing 
between them. Warm breath stirred through Kit’s hair. Ghosted past 
his lips. 

But it was Kit who buried his hands in James’s hair and dragged 
him into a kiss. 

James took his offering and ignited the embers into an inferno. He 
was everywhere, awakening Kit’s every nerve. His touch claimed Kit’s 
neck, his hips, sliding up and down Kit’s arms. Heartbeat accelerating, 
it was all Kit could do to hold on through the flames. 

He opened his mouth, and James devoured him. His tongue swept 
alongside Kit’s, behind his teeth, exploring every corner of his mouth. 

Exhilarating. Simple. True. Kit needed this. 

James pulled away, his lips damp and his chest heaving. He rubbed 
his thumb over Kit’s lower lip. “You’re full of surprises.” 

“You have no idea,” Kit breathed, and tried to pull James back 


down. 

James only gave him the slightest peck. “Clock’s ticking. FI finish 
you in the car.” He winked and fished his phone from his pocket. “Just 
fixing the cameras, and—what is that?” 

He pointed at the olive oil on the counter. 

Kit’s arousal ebbed with the embarrassment. “Our alibi,” he said 
dully. “The hostess was going to go downstairs, so I intercepted her 
and, um. I said you were in the bathroom with me, and that you’d 
sent me to ask for...” 

James stared in disbelief. “You asked the hostess for lube?” 

Kit shrugged helplessly. “Yes? I couldn’t think of a better plan.” 

James pressed an enthusiastic kiss to Kit’s forehead. “You’re 
amazing,” he said earnestly, then grabbed the oil. 

Kit covered his face as James tipped some of the oil down the toilet 
and flushed. “Did you... did everything go all right?” 

With the murder. With the hunt. 

“Yes,” James answered easily. “Though as Bishop always says, the 
job isn’t over just because the guy’s dead. Scoot out of the way.” 
James spilled some oil on the counter, then wiped it up with a paper 
towel which he tossed in the trash can. “Should I jizz on the counter 
too, for forensics?” 

“Is that necessary?” Kit asked. 

“Nope.” James left the bottle, washed his hands, then straightened 
his clothes. Then tousled Kit’s hair. “Let’s look properly debauched for 
our grand exit.” 

Kit scowled up at him. “I already look plenty messed up.” 

“Not nearly messed up enough.” James tousled his hair again. “P1 
fix that in the limo.” 

Carla had the limo waiting outside. As promised, James was on Kit 
as soon as the door closed. 

Kit threw himself into the kiss even as he tumbled onto the leather 
bench. His body rubbed against James without any input from his 
brain, and his fingers tangled in James’s soft hair. James’s hand crept 
up Kit’s shirt, splaying across his bare stomach. 

Pinned down and surrounded by James’s body and scent, Kit knew 
every part of this was a bad idea. James was arrogant. Scary. Rich, 
powerful, nine years Kit’s senior. 

James killed a man fifteen minutes ago, with the very hands 
pinning Kit to the leather. 

Once more, Kit had proof he was far more fucked up than he ever 
realized. Every bad idea only excited him more. 


The limo started to move. As James bit Kit’s lower lip, Kit gasped 
and arched up. 

“God, you taste even better than I thought you would,” James 
murmured against his lips. He propped himself up, eyes sparkling. 
“So, you’re an accomplice to murder now. How does that feel?” 

“Let me think,” Kit said, dazed by the sheer power of James’s eye 
contact. 

“Take your time.” James descended to bite kisses down Kit’s neck. 
Kit tipped his head back, his whole body singing with the new 
bruises. “Easier than I expected. There’s just one thing.” He stared up 
at the ceiling, hoping the partition between the driver’s seat and the 

main car was soundproof. “Why did you trust me?” 

James traced the marks he’d left with his lips. He looked 
contemplative. “I don’t know. Maybe I just really wanted to. Why did 
you help?” 

Because being with James was thrilling. Because James—like 
Bishop—made Kit feel alive for the first time in years. Because maybe 
they weren’t that different, James and Kit. 

Kit wasn’t ready to open those veins of secrets for James yet. He 
might never be ready. So, all he said was an echo. “Maybe I just really 
wanted to.” 

Chuckling, James ran his hands down Kit’s sides. Pinned his hips to 
the leather seat. “Speaking of things I really want to do. I’ve been 
thinking about your mouth since I met you in that bloody kitchen.” 

Arousal and anticipation spiked through Kit. “What a surprise.” 

James rocked against Kit. His cock was hard between them. “Let 
me fuck your face, babe.” 

There was something about the want in James’s voice that turned 
Kit into a puddle of arousal. His own jeans were so tight they hurt, but 
Kit didn’t want to touch himself yet. He wanted to do whatever James 
told him, so he could keep feeling like this. 

“Yeah,” Kit said roughly. “Okay.” 

James peeled away with a groan. He slumped on the leather bench 
across from Kit and spread his legs. 

Kit pushed himself upright, every rapid breath pumping new heat. 
He glanced at the moving landscape through the tinted windows, 
hoping they were too dark to see through. Not caring as much as he 
maybe should. 

He slid to his knees. The carpet was soft, even where the holes in 
his jeans bared his skin. He braced one hand on James’s thigh as 
James unbuckled his belt and unzipped his jeans. The thick heft of his 
cock was clearly visible beneath the denim. Kit’s mouth watered in 


anticipation, and James’s eyes never left his. 

“That’s a good look on you.” James took Kit by the chin, tilting his 
face higher. “I like you on your knees, looking up at me. You’re so 
fucking pretty.” 

The praise washed hot along Kit’s face. 

James drew out his cock, and nervous anticipation flickered 
through Kit. James’s cock was even bigger than it had felt. Long and 
thick, a ruddier tan than the rest of him. James shuffled his jeans and 
boxers down past his hips, then all the way to his ankles, completely 
shameless in the back of the limousine. 

“You’ve done this before, right?” James leered down at him. 


“Of course.” Kit attempted a cocky glare of his own, but somehow, 
he still felt new and uncertain. He’d done this before, but he’d never 
wanted it so much. Gathering all his bravado, he reached out to touch 
James’s cock. 


It was warmer than Kit expected, the skin soft over firm, blood- 
filled flesh. James’s whole body jerked with the slightest touch. Kit 
stroked James slowly as his own erection pressed needily, wetly inside 
his underwear. Part of him wanted to touch himself too, but the rest 
of him wanted to devote every ounce of his attention to James. 


“Fuck,” James groaned. “Just like that.” 

Kit had hardly done anything, but he’d take the encouragement. 
He shuffled forward on his knees and kissed the head of James’s cock. 

James tasted warm and musky on Kit’s tongue. Even just the brush 
of skin on his lips seemed to penetrate every part of Kit. Almost more 
overwhelming was the heat of James’s muscular thighs caging around 
him. Kit was completely surrounded, completely at James’s mercy. 

But not helpless. Not worthless. 

“Fuck, you feel so good.” James kept talking, grounding Kit and 
teasing him all at once. “Those pretty lips were made for my cock, 
weren’t they, babe?” 


Kit was on top of the world, the way the slightest flick of his 
tongue could draw out such unfettered groans of pleasure from James. 
James’s hand sank into Kit’s hair. Not pulling, just holding Kit’s 
head in place. Kit was going to shake apart from anticipation. 

“Did you know I jerked off to you the other day?” James asked. “I 
leaned against the shower wall and fucked into my hand and 
pretended it was your mouth, just like that.” 


Something about the heat and pleasure in James’s voice, the 
earnest, arrogant obsession, melted Kit’s composure into nothing. He 
looked up to meet James’s eyes as he took the head of James’s cock in 
his mouth. Hot and heavy on his tongue. 


James rubbed his thumb around Kit’s stretched-out lips, 
momentarily silent. 

Kit first moved tentatively. He bobbed his head, jaw stretched 
wide, as he took as much of James’s cock as he could—barely half of 
it. His cheeks hollowed as he sucked. 

When James’s hand tightened his hair, Kit whimpered. Not from 
pain. 

“God, you’re perfect,” James said, eyes glittering. “Can I go a bit 
rougher?” 
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“T love seeing you so desperate for me.” 


Rougher sounded more appealing than Kit thought possible. Pulling 
away from James’s cock, Kit licked the taste from his lips. “Yeah,” he 
said raggedly. “You can go rougher.” 

James’s grin was razor-sharp. “Keep looking at me. That look in 
your eyes is so fucking hot.” His hand tightened in Kit’s hair, sending 
pain-pleasure tingles through Kit’s scalp. “Tap my thigh if you need 
more air. Now, open your mouth like a good boy.” 

Heart pounding, Kit opened his mouth as James dragged his head 
forward. 

No more careful, tentative explorations. No more quick, soft kisses. 
All Kit needed to do was kneel there as James yanked him back and 
forth on his spit-slick length. 

It was all Kit could do to keep his mouth open wide enough. The 
head of James’s cock hit the back of his throat, and Kit choked, eyes 
stinging— 

His own cock still achingly hard. 

Kit didn’t have the energy to touch himself, or the coordination. 
His whole body shook as James fucked his mouth like a helpless toy. 
All while pouring filthy-sweet compliments into Kit’s burning ears. 

The sugary praise was almost harder to bear than the rough 
pounding in his mouth, the sting in his hair. 

“Look at me, Kit,” James panted suddenly. 

Kit looked up, tears in his eyes and spit staining his lips, as James 
drove one last time into his throat and spilled. 

Viscous fluid caught at the back of his tongue with each pulse of 
James’s thick cock. Too much and too sudden for Kit to swallow at 
first, and the taste dominated his entire mouth. Only when James 
pulled him away from his softening cock did Kit manage to swallow. 

He yelped, surprised, as James yanked him up into his lap. James’s 
thumb rubbed against Kit’s wet lips, and James’s eyes were even more 
ravenous than before. 

Kit panted, lightheaded with arousal in James’s embrace. 


“God, I never want to leave your mouth,” James murmured. “But 
it’s your turn now, pretty boy.” 

James kissed Kit slowly, confidently, and Kit decided he didn’t 
need to breathe after all. As Kit leaned full-body into the kiss, James 
reached down between them. 


The angle must have been awkward, and James could barely get a 
grip on him, but Kit was so hard and so close, he didn’t care. James 
didn’t even try unbuttoning his jeans, just rubbing him through the 
denim. His hand was so large, so hot through the fabric. A few 
moments of friction against his leaking cock were all Kit needed. 


“James,” Kit whined into the kiss. “I’m not gonna last.” 


“I don’t want you to last.” James’s free hand caressed Kit’s back. 
His neck. “I want you to come in your skinny jeans for me, like a 
desperate little virgin. I love seeing you so desperate for me. You 
almost came just from sucking my cock, didn’t you?” 

Kit couldn’t deny that. He didn’t want to deny that. But he would 
never admit it was the sound of James’s smug voice in his ear that 
dragged him over the edge. Kit came with a choked-out little 
whimper, rocking desperately against the heel of James’s hand. 


James murmured something else in his ear. Kit couldn’t catch all 
the words. Something about “good,” and “perfect,” and other words 
that didn’t really apply to Kit. He liked them anyway. 

Kit collapsed, pressing his forehead against James’s collarbone. He 
felt empty, in a good way. Strangely relaxed. 

And he knew what he needed to do next. 

Two nights ago, Kit was getting kicked out of Bishop’s bed. 
Between James and Bishop, Kit didn’t know which he was more 
scared of. Which he was more magnetically drawn to, against all 
common sense. 


But there was a comforting straightforwardness to James. Easier 
than Bishop’s hot and cold behavior. The way Bishop stared like he 
wanted Kit, then pushed him away. The way Bishop chained Kit to the 
staircase, then told him to stay safe. 

“How was that?” James asked, still impossibly smug. 

“Pretty good,” Kit said breathlessly. “Can I move in with you?” 
“Of course, you—wait, what?” Uncharacteristic surprise colored 
James’s voice. He pushed Kit’s face up by the forehead until their eyes 

met. “That’s moving a little fast.” 

Kit’s heart thudded, braced for rejection again. It was fine. He 
would figure out somewhere else to live. Just, if James was willing, 
this would be so much easier. “Do you suddenly have a problem with 
moving fast?” 


“No,” James said quickly. “But I’m an arrogant, asshole murderer. 
You're a nice, normal young man. I insist you explain why you want 
to move in.” James winked. “Does my cock really taste that good?” 

Squirming slightly in James’s lap, Kit decided to tell the truth. 
“Because I don’t have anywhere else to go. I don’t have a job, and Pm 
low on cash. You have so much money, I wouldn’t feel bad about 
mooching off you until I can afford rent somewhere else.” 


“What the fuck? You already want to move out?” James squeezed 
Kit’s ass. “One thing at a time, babe.” 

“Is that a yes?” Kit extricated himself from James’s lap and 
perched on the opposite bench. 

“That’s a yes,” James said, shuffling his jeans back up. 

Relief flooded Kit. He sat there as James reached for a 
compartment, producing a roll of wet wipes. He tossed one to Kit and 
started wiping down his own hands. 


“That doesn’t mean I’m like, dating you or anything,” Kit said as he 
cleaned up. 

James followed his every movement. “Of course not. I want to put 
effort into seducing you.” 

“Great,” Kit said weakly. “I can pay you rent, or find somewhere 
else I guess, as soon as I find a job.” 

James’s eyes curved in a smile. “No rush. I have plenty of money to 
keep a trophy boyfriend on the side.” 

“We're not boyfriends,” Kit said, even though the word made him 
feel all sappy and warm inside. God, he was an emotional wreck after 
coming. 

“Of course not,” James said smugly, and leaned forward. He 
braced one hand on Kit’s thigh, and kissed a faint, whimpering breath 
from Kit’s lips. “We’re at Bishop’s place. Want to pack up your stuff?” 


Dizzy from the kiss, Kit hadn’t even noticed the limo come to a 
halt. He peeked out the windows, and sure enough, they were parked 
on Bishop’s street. 


James checked his phone. “Carla texted to say she abandoned us. 
Bishop invited her inside to watch the Devil Whales game while she 
waited.” 

A few minutes later, Kit followed James up Bishop’s walkway. 
Carla slipped out of the house as they approached, ignoring her boss 
but giving Kit a slight wave. 

Kit waved back, feeling a bit guilty, but she seemed completely 
unflappable. 

At the doorway loomed Bishop, with the air of a wolf waiting in 
the shadows. His broad frame filled the doorway, and his piercing 


blue eyes were unreadable. Something about Bishop’s gaze made Kit 
hyperaware of his messy hair, his reddened lips. The cum drying 
uncomfortably in his underwear. 

Had he wiped all the spit from his face? 

What did Bishop think of him right now? 

Bishop didn’t say anything until they were all standing in the 
foyer. He closed the front door and asked James, his voice low and 
tense, “You took him on a kill?” 

Right. The murder was probably a bigger deal than the blow job. 

“Yeah,” James said, not backing down. “Are you going to make 
that a problem?” 

Bishop just crossed his arms and stared. The two of them seemed 
to grow larger, two masculine presences warring for control of the 
room. Kit felt at once nervous and curious how this would turn out. 

Nervous, curious, and very small. 

James broke the silence first. “He’s moving in with me. We’re just 
here to pick up his things.” 

Bishop’s expression didn’t change, but Kit had the strangest sense 
that Bishop was disappointed. Which didn’t make sense. Bishop was 
the one who told Kit he was free to go in the first place. 

“Are you?” Bishop asked Kit. 

Kit rubbed his hand through his hair. “Yeah,” he said, breaking eye 
contact like a coward. He edged towards the stairs. “Pm going to grab 
my shit.” 

He made his escape before either of them could say anything. 
James and Bishop could have whatever bullshit macho showdown on 
their own. 


10 


Kit didn’t belong to him. 


Some stupid, reckless part of Bishop yearned to grab Kit’s arm as he 
fled upstairs. Pin him against the wall. To the floor. Chain him to the 
railing again, to prevent him from leaving. But Bishop knew better 
than that. 

Kit didn’t belong to him. 

So, Bishop let Kit disappear upstairs, while he faced James. 

“Are you going to try and stop me?” James grinned. “I know you 
want him, but you had your chance.” 

Bishop looked James up and down, contemplating. There was 
James’s typical cocky grin. His hair was barely less disheveled than 
Kit’s, and the t-shirt stretched over his shoulders was wrinkled. Bishop 
could easily imagine thin fingers fisting in the fabric. 

James blew Bishop once, after a job. Two years ago, Bishop helped 
James track down a drug runner whose name came up in James’s 
investigation. The man’s business partner almost caught them, and 
relief spiked their adrenaline to euphoric heights. Bishop knew exactly 
how intense, how demanding James could be. Biting kisses. The 
hunger in his eyes as he sank to his knees. 

Arrogant. Driven. So driven Bishop worried sometimes about how 
far James’s revenge would take him. That was why Bishop stayed in 
touch, at first, before their working relationship deepened into a 
jagged-edged friendship. He wanted to keep an eye on James, in case 
James went too far. 

But James had principles. James was still focused. He’d never 
become complacent, like Bishop once had. 

“It doesn’t matter what I want,” Bishop said. “I’m not going to stop 
you. I just want to make sure he’s going to be all right. I feel 
responsible for involving him in our bullshit.” 

James’s shoulders relaxed with Bishop’s acquiescence. As if he’d 
needed Bishop’s permission. “I’m not going to hurt him. Unless he asks 
for it.” 

“I don’t want to know,” Bishop said, even though part of him 


really, really wanted to know. He wanted to know exactly what James 
did to Kit in that limo while he waited with Carla. It was all Bishop 
could do to keep himself from imagining Kit’s pretty face flushed in 
ecstasy. Those big green eyes glassy with pleasure. 

Just moments ago, the rims of Kit’s eyes were a little red. His lips 
were redder than usual too. Just from kissing, or had he blown James? 

There was no question his silky dark hair was all tangled from 
James’s fingers. 

James wasn’t as subtle and conniving as Bishop. He wouldn’t 
intend to hurt Kit—but he might not always realize the full extent of 
his advantage over Kit. Was Kit making the same bargain he had tried 
to make with Bishop? Trading his body for the veneer of security? 

Bishop didn’t have the right to interfere. All he said was, “Make 
sure you give him his own room.” 

“He’s not going to be sleeping in his own room,” James said with a 
dangerous smirk. 

Bishop tried to keep himself from imagining more. “I don’t care 
where he sleeps. Just give him his own space, in case he needs to hide. 
He needs that.” 

James lost his arrogant smirk. He said quietly, “I know. PI give 
him his own damn apartment if he’ll take it.” After a moment of 
solemnity, James brightened into a grin again. “Are we still on for 
dinner next month?” 

He said that just as Kit came back downstairs, his messenger bag 
slung over his shoulder. Bishop’s heart clenched a little, realizing all 
Kit appeared to own was in that bag. 

Bishop still hadn’t found out anything from the background check. 
And he still felt it was wrong to ask Kit himself. As if the fragile bird 
would break if Bishop asked the wrong question. 

“We’re on for dinner,” Bishop said, and waved them out of his 
house. 


Kit braced himself for—he wasn’t sure what, really, as Carla drove 
them back. He expected more teasing, more kissing. But James settled 
into the limo and said he needed to get some work done. The whole 
ride home, he did just that. Tapping away at his phone, while Kit’s 
tension slowly eased. 

He actually dozed off, and when he woke, they were stopped in a 
quiet neighborhood. Evening deepened the sky, and trees shrouded 
the drive. Kit peeled his cheek from the leather seat and straightened 
up. 

“How long have we been here?” he asked, out of sorts but 


strangely relaxed. 

“You looked cute sleeping,” James answered, which meant it had 
been a while. He ruffled Kit’s hair, then slid out of the limo. “Come on 
in, you can pick a room.” 

James’s house was set far back from any roads, surrounded by 
circles of walls, trees, and xeriscaping. The house itself was all cream 
stucco and red tiles, with blue and green mosaics surrounding every 
wide window. Inside was simple. Dark floors and cavernous ceilings. 

“Do you live here alone?” Kit asked, looking around. It was a big 
place, and even James’s personality couldn’t fully fill it. 

“Not anymore,” James said with a wink, and hooked a hand 
around Kit’s waist. He drew Kit to him gently, and just as gently, he 
pressed a kiss to Kit’s upturned lips. 

Kit’s lungs were tight by the time James pulled away. Hunger 
glittered in James’s eyes, but he didn’t do anything else. Just 
continued leading Kit into the huge, soulless mansion. He wasn’t 
kidding about letting Kit pick a room, giving Kit a choice of three fully 
furnished bedrooms. Kit picked the one with a view of the front drive, 
old instincts kicking in. 


Then James left him alone to settle in. 


Kit dumped his messenger bag on the bed and curled into the 
window seat. He watched the road as the sun set and his mind 
emptied out. 


Alone. But somehow, the space and consideration wrapped warm 
around him. 

Near midnight, the quiet became too much. Kit had pilfered 
leftover takeout from the kitchen around eight, and explored a few 
more rooms before retreating to his bedroom. He was fucking 
exhausted after the day he’d had—after the weeks he’d had—but he 
wasn’t going to fall asleep. Not on his own. 

His thoughts were too loud, magnifying every memory into a 
footfall. A creaking doorway. A chill across his neck. Or worse: the 
silence. 

Normally Kit would turn to chemical help. Or just pace around the 
room until he couldn’t stay upright. But tonight, his feet led him down 
the hall, to the sliver of light spilling from an open door. 

James’s bedroom was the most alive room Kit had seen in the 
house so far. Enormous, still showing traces of professional 
decorating, but crowded with a desk, a dining table strewn with 
papers and notebooks in the bay window, a sofa strewn with 
discarded clothes. Messy. Dark. A single lamp glowed beside the 
massive bed, where James sat up, still working. 


He had on red flannel sleep pants and nothing else. A tablet 
glowed, propped up on his bent knee, and the light illuminated every 
ripple of his abdomen. Black and red tattoo edges curved along his 
upper arms. 

James glanced up and met Kit’s eyes. 

Kit’s thoughts were too loud, but they caught in his throat. He 
couldn’t say anything as James’s eyes raked over his body. Kit was 
wearing a t-shirt and boxers, and his bare legs heated as if strong, 
confident hands were tracing every inch of him. 

“Get in bed,” James said eventually, turning back to whatever was 
on the screen. “Pll turn the light off soon.” 


Gratitude shivered through Kit’s body. The order made it easy. He 
didn’t have to ask. James didn’t even look at him, though the man’s 
awareness was even warmer than the sheets Kit slid between. 

“What’s the tattoo?” Kit asked. 


James’s lips curled. In answer, he leaned forward. His back was a 
sunset of red and orange, swirling flames and feathers. Kit had to 
scoot closer to see the entire phoenix soaring across James’s back. 
Wings flung out to embrace James’s arms and shoulders. The tail 
swept down, the longest feathers disappearing beneath James’s 
waistband. 

“How far down does it go?” Kit asked. 

James sank back on the pillow. Touched Kit’s chin. “If you want to 
find out, we’re not sleeping any time soon.” 

“Never mind.” Kit wrinkled his nose and flopped down on the 
pillow, as James laughed. 


Kit curled up on his side, hands tucked under the pillow and 
watched James until his eyelids were too heavy to stay open. 

He wasn’t quite asleep when the light clicked off, and the sheets 
rustled. But he wasn’t awake enough to move when James’s warm 
body shifted closer to his. Kit decided sleepily he didn’t care what 
James did, as long as James didn’t expect him to put in effort. 


Breath ghosted over his cheekbone. But that was it. They fell 
asleep without touching. 


Darius accepted the beer from Bishop, hoping his unease wasn’t 
showing. Bishop was better at reading people than most men Darius 
knew—but Darius was harder to read than most people. Useful in his 
profession. 

“Tm guessing that kid isn’t here anymore, since you let me through 
the door.” Darius hadn’t been sure what he’d find when he stopped by, 


which was why he’d stopped by with only fifteen minutes’ notice via 
text. He had a good enough excuse, hopefully. 

Bishop dropped into the armchair across from Darius. A college 
football game was muted on the TV, Devil Whales vs. Margays. Bishop 
looked more tired than usual. Stubble shadowed his jaw. “I let you in 
last time, didn’t I? But yes, he’s out.” 

“Not chained up in your basement?” Darius asked, and chuckled 
when Bishop glared. “Come on, it’s a fair question.” 

Especially considering that Darius’s only in-person memory of Kit 
Byron is that bird-boned wrist enclosed in cold steel. Scared, furious 
green eyes. 

Bishop avoided Darius’s gaze. “He isn’t your business.” 

Fuck, Bishop was rattled about this kid. Darius had seen Bishop in 
all sorts of situations, from bad to worse, and he had never been this 
avoidant before. 

“He saw me bleeding on your floor,” Darius said. “That’s my 
business.” 

Bishop inhaled, then exhaled, releasing tension. “He’s not going to 
talk. If he does, I’m first on the chopping block. How’s your arm?” 

The deflection wasn’t subtle, but Darius let Bishop have it. Asking 
too many questions about Kit would set off Bishop’s alarm bells. “The 
arm’s good. I’ll have another dashing scar when it heals. Remind me 
to give you a cut of my bonus, as thanks for patching me up.” 

Bishop took a swig from his beer. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“Pll owe you a drink, then. Don’t argue,” Darius said. “Business, 
now. Have you heard anything about the Viper recently?” 

He would be shocked if Bishop had. The Viper used to be the most 
powerful criminal leader in the region—but his influence had waned 
over the past fifteen years, and dwindled to almost nothing in the past 
five. Some rumors even speculated he was dead. 

Bishop cocked his head. “Nothing from SCPD. I haven’t asked, 
though.” 

“Don’t ask. Just if you happen to hear anything, I’d appreciate a 
heads-up,” Darius said. “It might be related to a job. Might not be.” 

“Sure,” Bishop said, and then they fell into silence. After a few 
minutes, he unmuted the game. The Woodcocks were ahead by three. 

Darius drank his beer and tried not to feel like a piece of shit. 
Bishop was one of the few people Darius trusted with both his life and 
his career. He had principles—impressive, for an ex-cop. Made Darius 
want to be a bit more discerning about his own jobs. 

Which was why Darius didn’t like lying to him. His current job had 
nothing to do with the Viper at all. 
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until his lungs hurt 


Kit hadn’t expected James to be telling the truth about the whole 
seducing him properly thing. And he hadn’t expected James to 
cooperate with Kit’s insistence they weren’t dating. 

But for the next week, all James did was kiss him, when he left for 
work or returned home. 


Okay. Kiss seemed like an understatement, when James devoured 
him the way he did, searing Kit to the bone with every demanding 
touch. Making Kit ache every time he pulled away. 

Still, lounging around the mansion was nice. Comfortable. 

Maybe too comfortable. One morning, Kit woke up so itchy and 
short of breath, he could barely stop himself from clawing into his 
own arms. James would notice the marks. The pain wouldn’t help 
anyway. 

Kit shoved his face into the pillow, inhaling James’s scent, until his 
lungs hurt. Then he rolled out of bed. 

He needed to check the website, just to make sure everything was 
as it should be. But he wasn’t about to do that on a device James 
could check. 


James was still downstairs eating breakfast on the couch when Kit 
descended. When Kit curled up in a nearby armchair with coffee, 
James spoke before Kit could say anything. “Let’s have a date night 
tonight.” 

Kit sipped his sugar-sweet coffee. He never ate much for breakfast, 
and unlike Bishop, James wasn’t pushy about feeding him. “Sure. 
What’s the plan?” 

James always had a plan. “I wasn’t thinking anything fancy. Just a 
movie at home, maybe some wine. Popcorn.” 

Kit stared. “That’s it?” 

“Too low-key?” James moved to the arm of Kit’s chair, grinning 
down at him. “I can get symphony tickets if you prefer.” 


“Low-key is good,” Kit said hastily. “It just sounds so... normal. On 
our first date, I was an accessory to murder.” 


“T do other things with my life,” James protested. “I work, I play 
video games, I hang out with my friends, and I collect pretty things.” 
He tipped Kit’s chin up with his fingertips. “We can find someone to 
kill if you want something more exciting. I’m sure Bishop has a few 
active cases we can help with.” 

“How sweet,” Kit said, deadpan. 

James’s dimples flashed. “I just want to make you happy, babe.” 

Kit ducked his head to hide his laughter. Fuck, this was fucked up. 
“A movie sounds nice. I don’t mind normal.” He hadn’t had a lot of it 
in his life. “Oh, could I get a ride to the mall? I wanted to get out of 
the house for a bit, maybe buy some new clothes.” 

James cocked his head, smile freezing, like he was debating 
chaining Kit to his bed instead. Or like he was about to ask why Kit 
really wanted to go to the mall. 

But if James saw any deception in Kit’s face, he didn’t react to it. 
“Sure, babe. Pll drop you off on my way to work.” 


Kit melted against the car door, pliant beneath James’s all-consuming 
kiss. Strong hands dug patterns into Kit’s hips, as if signing James’s 
name with bruises. Blood heating, Kit was tempted to forget the 
shopping trip and tumble into the backseat. 


Though maybe a more remote parking spot would be better, unless 
they wanted a public indecency charge. 

James pulled away, rubbing his thumb across Kit’s lower lip. He 
pulled a wallet from his pocket and handed it to Kit. “This card has a 
lot of money on it. The PIN is 2223. Buy whatever you want, but 
there’s one condition.” 


Kit stared. “What’s the condition?” He didn’t need it—he had 
plenty of money from James already. But he was curious. 

James grinned and lowered his voice. “Buy something new to wear 
for our date tonight,” he breathed against Kit’s ear. “Your choice. 
Whether it’s a new t-shirt, a cute little mini skirt, a lacy thong, or 
something boring like socks. Whatever. Just something I know you’re 
wearing for me.” 

Kit licked his lips to cover his insides melting at the possessive 
tone. He lifted his chin and tried to sound unaffected. “Great. I needed 
new socks anyway.” 

James laughed, stole another kiss, then left him at the mall. 


It was a typical Southern California outdoor mall, sprawling and 
multileveled enough that Kit had to check one of the maps to orient 
himself. 


The first thing he did was buy a smoothie. Peanut butter banana. 
The icy plastic cup threatened to numb his fingers as he brought it 
outside to a bench. Right next to a fountain, only the fountain was 
turned off to save water, so Kit just leaned back against the bench and 
watched all the people around instead. 

Being out around people was strange without a serial killer 
hovering attentively over his shoulder. Kit couldn’t remember the last 
time he just sat out in public. A perfect, blue sky morning. 

Nobody paid any attention to Kit. 

Now would be a good time to escape, if he was going to. It 
wouldn’t be easy, not with James controlling half the security cameras 
in San Corvo and the rest of the region. But if Kit withdrew a few 
hundred in cash, he could ditch the phone and debit card, maybe 
change his appearance enough in a dressing room to fool any watchers 
for a bit, and catch a bus out of town. 

He could. 

He didn’t want to, which was odd. 


Would James even come after him if he ran? That uncertainty 
more than anything kept Kit rooted to the bench, sipping his sweet 
smoothie. Kit wasn’t a prisoner anymore. Maybe. 


Taking another sip, Kit texted James. 
Kit: what flavor smoothie did i get? 
The reply was way too quick. 


Sexy: The flavor doesn’t show up on the credit statement. 
Sexy: Come to the office, let me taste your lips to check. 
Kit: lol 


Unsurprised, Kit put his phone away. James was watching his receipts, 
and he might be tracking Kit’s location too. That was fine. Kit just 
needed to be careful. 

He’d had too much time to think over the past few days. All that 
sleeping and wandering around the big empty mansion was making 
him anxious, which was bad. And comfortable, which was far worse. 
Kit couldn’t afford to be complacent. He needed to check. 


He got the rest of his shopping out of the way first. New clothes. 
Spare phone charger. A mini tablet, which he could either use or sell 
later if he wanted. A bag of weed gummies. It was weird buying from 
a hipster dispensary instead of bumming them off weirdos at house 
parties. 

Kit hesitated outside a lingerie store, eyes catching on all the silk 
and lace inside. Barely-there wisps of black and red. James’s casual 


mention of a lacy thong echoed—but in the end, flushed, Kit went to 
another store to fulfill James’s request. 

An hour later, chores done, Kit was in the library a block away. He 
signed up for a new library card under the name Matthew James, 
using Bishop’s address. James’s zip code might be too conspicuous. 
Probably overkill on the caution front, but Kit felt like everyone was 
watching him. Like everyone from the librarian to the other patrons 
knew what Kit was here to do. 

Keeping his head down, like he wasn’t jumping at shadows, Kit 
picked a book at random from the new fantasy shelf. Then he snagged 
an open computer and logged in with his new patron credentials. 

His fingers shook through typing the familiar URL. California’s 
inmate locator site stared back at him, with its familiar disclaimers 
and accessibility pop-ups. 

Kit clicked through to the screen he wanted. Took a deep breath 
that failed to slow the blizzard circling his lungs. Entered a name. 

The results were clear in black and white, the same as ever. 
Nothing had changed. Everything was fine. 

Dad was still rotting in prison where he belonged. 

Kit’s shoulders unlocked, tension leaving with a soft exhale. The 
rest of the library filtered back in around him, replacing a buzzing 
quiet he hadn’t even noticed creeping up on him. He wasn’t sure what 
had driven the intense need to check the fucker’s location. He hadn’t 
had to check in months—not since his first days back in California, 
when crossing the border drove his anxiety to a peak. 

Maybe James and Bishop were to blame. Kit hadn’t felt as numb as 
usual since he met them. Too much terror and anger and sexual 
tension. That was bad, probably. Feeling was dangerous. 

Or it was good. The numbness had kept Kit stagnant for too long. 
How many weeks had he spent telling himself he was about to move 
out of Uncle Ed’s place, any day now, before Bishop and James made 
that decision for him? 

Latching onto the soft voices and footsteps around him, the bright 
children’s book posters and rows of shelves, Kit closed the tab, cleared 
the browser history, and signed out of Matthew James’s computer 
session. Shopping bag and book in hand, he headed towards the front 
of the library. 

Thankfully, there was a self-checkout kiosk. Kit wouldn’t have to 
make conversation again. 

Except a light, friendly voice sounded behind him. “Hey, I’ve been 
rereading that series. What did you think of the first book?” 

Kit whirled, adrenaline spiking. He hadn’t heard anyone approach, 


but this guy was close enough to touch. Close enough Kit had to rock 
back a step to look up and up into his face. 

The guy just grinned down, seeming not to notice Kit’s extreme 
reaction. He was as tall as James, around a foot taller than Kit, and 
gave off a laidback surfer vibe. His mass of wavy blond hair was 
pulled back in a bun, accentuating the strong, lean lines of his face. 

From his SCU shirt and the backpack slung over one shoulder, Man 
Bun was probably a college student. Just a few years older than Kit at 
the most. 

And he was still grinning, unperturbed by Kit staring at him like an 
idiot. The guy had said something, hadn’t he? 

“What? Um.” Kit looked down at the book in his hand. He hadn’t 
even read the title when he grabbed it, just wanting an explanation for 
why he was at the library in case James was tracking his location. “I 
didn’t realize this was a sequel.” 

Fuck. Why was he so awkward? Was he really this out of practice 
talking to people who weren’t murderers? 

Man Bun just laughed. “I do that all the time. Hang on.” He 
winked and snagged a book from the nearby returns cart. “Here’s the 
first one. I just brought it back.” 

“Um. Thanks.” Kit hooked his shopping bag over his elbow so he 
could take the book. Their fingers didn’t brush. 

Why was Kit so aware of their fingers not brushing? Why did Man 
Bun’s attention feel so much like sunlight, warming his skin and 
stinging his eyes? 

“If we run into each other again, you'll have to tell me what you 
think,” Man Bun said, eyes crinkling in a smile. “See you around.” 

Then he was striding off for the front doors. Kit stared after him for 
a long time before he realized the checkout kiosk was open. 

Weird, Kit reflected as he checked out. Kind of nice. He couldn’t 
remember the last time he had such a casual, low stakes conversation 
with someone. Maybe he hadn’t even made that much of a fool of 
himself. 

Kind of nice, yeah. This was how you were supposed to meet 
people. Talking about books in a library. Not getting abducted in the 
middle of a massacre. 

Kit sighed, exasperated with his own weird wistful thoughts. 
Normal was for other people. Kit was way too fucked up for a nice, 
normal guy like Man Bun. 

He slid his books into his shopping bag and headed for the exit— 
until a rack of newspapers caught his attention. 

A specific headline in the paper. A specific word in the headline. 


Killed. 


Kit drifted forward. Resisted the urge to look around and see if 
anyone was watching him. Was this about the guy James killed on 
their date? A strange calm settled over Kit, his mind separating from 
the flipping of his stomach. He’d barely asked James for any details. 
Just enough to get the assurance that the cops wouldn’t be looking to 
question Mr. Zhou’s anonymous, underdressed lunch companion. 

He should probably see what other people were saying about it. 

But when he picked up the newspaper, Kit discovered that Mr. Red 
and Purple Tie only warranted a small article. Front page, but below 
the fold. The headline was about another incident entirely: 

SCU STUDENT KILLED ON CAMPUS 


Ignoring the San Corvo University article, Kit skimmed through the 
piece about Mr. Red and Purple Tie. The restaurant death was still 
unsolved, and the San Corvo Police Department detective in the 
interview wouldn’t even disclose whether they considered it a 
homicide or not. 


Kit set down the newspaper and returned to the mall. 


Head bowed to text Carla for a pickup, something caught the edge 
of his vision. A movement reflected in a shop window, gone before he 
could look up. Paranoia tingled at the back of his neck. 


There was no reason to suspect he was being watched. There was 
no reason for anyone to watch him. But he could help feeling— 

“Hey! It’s Kit, right?” 

Kit whirled at the familiar deep voice. Too close behind him. What 
was with everyone sneaking up on him today? He took a moment to 
remember the man’s name, even though he recognized him 
immediately. Darius. Kit had only seen him for a few minutes at 
Bishop’s house, but he would recognize that glorious brown jawline 
anywhere. That confident ease of movement, unfettered by the 
orange-cream button-down shirt. 

Kit also remembered what Bishop had said about Darius. He seems 
nice, but don’t let that fool you. He’s dangerous. 

“What do you want?” Kit asked, trying not to look around too 
obviously. They were in a lower-traffic area of the mall, between a 
shoe store and an empty, boarded-up storefront. Public, but not public 
enough. 

Darius’s attention was wholly on him, with palpable intensity. “We 
need to have a conversation. Somewhere private.” His lips quirked. 
“Tt’s personal.” 

Ice flooded through Kit’s veins, and his breath shallowed. The 
illusion of normalcy shattered. 


Did Darius know? 

What Dad did—what Dad was—that it was all Kit’s fault— 

Kit searched Darius’s face for the usual reactions. Pity. Disgust. 
Sick fascination. Through his daze, he thought Darius almost seemed 
surprised by his reaction. But Kit couldn’t pay much attention to that, 
just like he couldn’t pay much attention to the broad, warm hand 
closing around his arm. 

Darius led him unresisting into the alley between the shoe store 
and the empty storefront. 

Kit’s instincts weren’t completely fucked, though. He broke out of 
his daze when Darius opened a side door to the empty store, digging 
his heels in and trying to jerk free of Darius’s grip. 

That’s when the muzzle of the gun pressed between Kit’s shoulder 
blades. 
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“Do you want to kill me?” 


Kit’s awareness slammed fully back into the present. He could feel his 
fingers again. He could breathe. 


He was almost grateful to the gun for waking him up. 

“Be good,” Darius said. “This can just be a conversation. Up to 
you.” 

“Understood,” Kit said weakly. 


When Darius squeezed his shoulder and pushed, Kit obeyed the 
silent directions and moved deeper into the abandoned building, each 
step mechanical. 


He could scream. He could try to get away long enough to use his 
phone. James could no doubt track his location easily, unless Darius 
had access to the same jamming equipment as James and Bishop. 
Fuck, Kit was in over his head. 

The worst part was not knowing what this was about. If Darius was 
even targeting Kit Byron—or someone else. 

His only physical connections to Darius were the warm hand 
surrounding his shoulder and the unrelenting metal of the gun, but the 
man’s presence held him bound from head to toe. Every move Kit 
made was completely under Darius’s control until they reached an 
empty back office. 

Darius shoved him into the middle of the room, waiting in the 
doorway while Kit stumbled forward. 

“Set your bag down slowly and sit in the chair,” Darius ordered, 
and flicked on the half-burned-out overhead lights. 

Kit couldn’t tell what kind of store this used to be. All that was left 
in the office were a few chairs in the corner, and one dragged out into 
the center of the room. Dragged out for Kit. Darius had planned this in 
advance. 


Kit’s cursory, unsuccessful search for anything he could use as a 
weapon was more because he figured he was supposed to do that, 
rather than any actual hope of fighting back. 


Judging from the way that professional button-down shirt 


skimmed over powerful shoulders, the absolute confidence in Darius’s 
every movement, Darius didn’t even need the gun to keep Kit exactly 
where he wanted him. 

Kit set down his shopping bag and sat in the chair. His nerves rose 
as the position made him even smaller than before. 

“Thank you,” Darius said calmly, and lowered his gun. “Now, let’s 
talk.” 

The lowered gun didn’t ease Kit’s nerves at all. Every particle of 
dust glittered like a weapon in the abandoned office. Every shadow 
hid secret danger. 

Darius hadn’t closed the door, but his presence lounging in the 
doorway was enough of a padlock. Or an electric fence. 

Silence filtered through the dust and shadows, until Kit’s fear gave 
way to annoyance. He’d gotten kidnapped. Again. Did he really have 
to lead the small talk? 


“So, talk,” Kit said, as calmly and unsarcastically as he could 
manage. He knew better than to taunt psychos with guns. “What’s so 
important you couldn’t just ask Bishop for my number?” 

Oops. That came out a little snarky. 


Darius didn’t react to Kit’s attitude, which was a bad sign. He just 
stood there like a dark bronze statue, all perfect angles and gorgeous 
intensity. The level-headed, unreadable types were the fucking worst. 


Then, Darius’s posture changed subtly. The intense focus softened, 
and his shoulders relaxed. He hardly moved, but with a single breath 
he shed his predatory aura. “Sorry about the production,” he said, 
deep voice like gentle fingers stroking behind Kit’s ears. “I needed to 
get you alone.” 

Kit’s fingers dug into his thighs. “Why?” 

Darius’s reply was just as gentle: “Because someone hired me to 
kill you.” 


From Darius’s perspective, the surprise in Kit’s eyes seemed genuine— 
as was the immediate, protective hunching over. The slight shift in 
posture, his toes pressing into the ground, ready to launch from his 
chair. Kit’s eyes stayed not on the gun, where most people would keep 
looking if they were afraid of being shot, but on Darius’s face and 
shoulders. 

That was part of Darius’s reasoning behind this whole dramatic 
production. He needed a better read on Kit Byron. Information about 
this situation was thin on the ground, and his target was his strongest 
clue. 


It hadn’t taken much research to figure out that the kid was staying 
with James now. It had taken a little more digging to realize Kit didn’t 
seem to be a prisoner anymore. He was staying with James of his own 
volition. Or at least, he wasn’t trying to escape. But he hadn’t left 
James’s house until today. 

This operation was more rushed than Darius preferred, but he had 
a flight to catch this afternoon for another job. And he wasn’t sure 
when he’d get another chance to get Kit alone without James 
overhearing. He’d learned a lot just from this moment. 


Kit’s surprise: he wasn’t expecting a hit on himself. 
Kit’s posture: he was used to being threatened. 


But Darius didn’t know what to make of Kit’s next question. Not 
who or why or pleading for mercy. In a brittle, frosted voice, Kit asked: 
“Do you want to kill me?” 


Darius’s own desires had nothing to do with it. “That’s my job.” 


“Not what I asked.” Kit took a deep breath and stood up, slowly, 
hands half-raised at his sides. The sleeves of his sweatshirt fell back 
around his thin wrists. “Forget the job. Forget the money. Do you 
want to kill me?” 

Darius cocked his head, interest growing. “Does it matter?” 

“It’s the only thing that matters,” Kit said, with such quiet intensity 
that Darius’s pulse quickened. 

Darius should be snapping for Kit to sit back down. He knew better 
than to let a target control their own movements. But every fiber of 
him wanted to see how Kit’s wings would flutter in this cage. He 
leaned in the doorway, gun warm in his hand, and listened. 

“If it’s just a job,” Kit said. “If it’s just money, then I can tell you 
that my murderous new boyfriend is extremely wealthy. He’s also 
extremely revenge-driven. Whatever your employer’s paying, James 
will pay double—or he'll kill you if you go through with this. He’s also 
probably tracking my phone, because he’s a possessive psycho, so he 
knows where I am.” 

Boyfriend? That was interesting. 


“I could tell you some sob stories. Real humanizing shit. I’ve got 
plenty, and some might even be true.” Kit fingered the zip of his 
sweatshirt, lips twisting, then began slowly sliding the garment from 
his shoulders. “Or I could blow you, or whatever. My ass probably 
isn’t worth what they’re paying you, but maybe if we go a few rounds, 
it'll add up.” 

Darius was a professional. He’d killed dozens of people over the 
years, but he hadn’t gotten the whole bribe-threaten-plead song and 
dance since he hit the big leagues. Since he moved to covert, 


sophisticated kills, instead of the brute enforcement street shit he 
started in. When Darius took a job, the mark never had a chance to 
beg for their life. 

There was something different about this, though. Kit stalked 
towards him, chin lifting as he got closer, so those pretty green eyes 
stayed fixed on Darius. The thin skin beneath the collar of his shirt 
begged for Darius’s touch, and his voice was more exhausted and 
resigned than terrified. 

“If you truly want to kill me, though,” Kit said. “I know that no 
threat or bribe or blowjob will persuade a man who truly wants to kill 
me.” His hand hovered in front of Darius’s chest, fingers poised as if 
he were about to touch—then fell away. “So, just tell me if Pm 
wasting my breath or not.” 

And in that instant, Darius got it. 

Why Bishop was obsessed with this kid. Why James was obsessed. 
If they felt anything like what Darius felt in this moment—if Kit ever 
looked at them with eyes like this, every angle of him a razor-sharp 
invitation— 

Darius touched the edge of Kit’s jaw. Kit didn’t flinch. Not even 
when Darius’s fingers wandered down his neck, tracing soft lines and 
beautiful blue bruises. The shadows of James’s lips. Darius’s blood 
pooled lower in his body, cock plumping as he imagined the bruises 
when they were fresh, still gleaming from the press of James’s tongue. 

“I don’t want to kill you.” Darius probably shouldn’t be thinking 
about the delicious contrast between their skin tones. Which of 
Darius’s tools and toys would look best on Kit. It was unprofessional. 
“T never intended to.” 

“Great,” Kit said, deadpan. “So, which will it be? Bribe? Threat? 
Blowjob?” 

Darius’s hand fell from Kit’s throat. “Do you offer to blow everyone 
who threatens to kill you?” 

It was just supposed to be another line of morbid banter, matching 
Kit’s tone. But all the color drained from Kit’s face. 

Chalk white, Kit stumbled back, but recovered before Darius could 
decide whether to support him. “No. I don’t.” Kit retreated behind the 
chair. His voice sounded normal. Too normal. Controlled. “Deal’s off 
now, I’m not in the mood.” 

Part of Darius wanted to push Kit for more information, but Kit 
obviously wanted space. Darius clicked the safety back on his gun and 
stooped to slide it into his ankle holster. Not his favorite, but he 
wasn’t wearing a jacket today. 

“You don’t need to make a deal with me,” Darius said. “I’m going 


to ask you a few more questions, then give Bishop a call and tell him 
what’s going on. He and I will neutralize the threat.” 


Kit stared blankly. Then he flipped the chair around and sat on it 
backwards. Leaned his forearms against the top. “You were never 
going to kill me.” 

“Smart kid.” 

Kit just glared. “Then what was all this bullshit about?” 


“T needed to talk to you alone, and I needed you to know how 
serious the threat is,” Darius said. “It was too easy to get you alone. 
You need to be more careful.” 


“Christ,” Kit muttered. “You’re almost as melodramatic as James.” 

Darius chuckled, surprising both him and Kit. He kept a smile on. 
“T accepted the job to prevent them from hiring anyone else. But 
James, Bishop, and I have an agreement. We don’t take jobs that 
infringe on each other’s territory.” 

“Tm not Bishop’s territory.” Kit flushed. “Or James’s.” 

Funny. Kit really believed that. Of course, Bishop would deny it 
too if Darius asked. But Darius had seen the way the man acted about 
the kid. 

Kit rubbed his face, slumping more comfortably in the chair. “Who 
put out the hit?” 

“I don’t know.” Darius moved away from the doorway to lean on 
the wall instead. Kit could run out if he wanted, now. “These things 
are generally anonymous.” 

Kit actually rolled his eyes at that. “You don’t know why, either, 
I’m guessing.” 

“I was hoping you would be able to help me with that,” Darius 
said. “Do you have any enemies? Have you gotten involved in 
anything dangerous over the past few years?” 

“Try the past few weeks with James and Bishop.” Kit shrugged. 
“Maybe it’s a case of mistaken identity. Are you sure they wanted Kit 
Byron?” 

“Tm sure. They gave me your name and Addersen’s address.” 

Kit shrugged again. “Then there’s nobody I can think of. Nobody 
that makes sense.” 

Darius waited, but Kit didn’t say anything else. Just fiddled with a 
hairband around his wrist. 

“Tll give you my number, and you can call me if you think of 
anything,” Darius said eventually. “I can drop you off wherever you 
want now, then call Bishop and—” 


“No.” Kit straightened in the chair, determination strengthening his 


voice. “Don’t tell Bishop or James about this.” 

Weird. Alarming. “If there’s a hit on you, James should know. He 
can protect you.” 

“You already took the contract,” Kit said. “Do you have a 
deadline?” 

“Not yet. We’re still negotiating terms, and they don’t know I know 
where you're staying. They’ll expect me to take more time to track 
you down.” 

Kit’s hands tightened on the back of the chair. “If you had more 
time, could you—I need to know who’s behind the hit, before we tell 
James or Bishop.” His head ducked, hair spilling over his face. “I need 
to control this.” 

Darius peeled off the wall and slowly walked closer. Kit stared 
sideways, as if he didn’t see Darius at all. Darius crouched, and only 
when he touched Kit’s cheek did Kit jerk and look at him. 


Still too pale, but determined. 

Darius should agree to Kit’s demands, then go behind Kit’s back 
and tell Bishop and James anyway. Darius had no obligation to this 
kid, and far too many unanswered questions. 

“Okay,” Darius said instead, and he meant it, with a soaring, 
thrilling dread. 


Kit opened his mouth, then closed it. He had expected more 
arguing. “Okay?” 

Darius’s touch was hot against his face, lingering even after Darius 
stepped away. There was a calm, complete attentiveness in Darius’s 
expression. Strangely reassuring. Kit felt seen, in a way that didn’t 
hurt. He felt listened to. 

And he was so relieved this hit appeared to be for Kit Byron, not 
another identity, he wasn’t even mad at Darius for this whole 
production. 

“Tt’ll be our secret, until you say otherwise,” Darius said, fishing 
his phone from his pocket. “Could you give me your number? [ll let 
you know when I have more intel.” 

Kit entered his number into Darius’s contacts. “Great. PI, um. Let 
you know if I think of anything.” 

“Thanks.” Darius took the phone back, then grinned. He looked 
good smiling, confident humor in every glossy angle of his face. “So, 
murderous new boyfriend, huh?” 


Kit’s face heated. “Don’t tell him I called him that.” 
Darius’s grin widened. “James wouldn’t dispute that he’s 


murderous.” 


“No, the boyfriend bit.” Kit covered his eyes. “Pll never hear the 
end of it.” 
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Personal Space 


All Kit could do was clutch James’s shoulders and moan as James bit 
bruises into his neck. Caught between James’s hot, hard body and the 
cold kitchen island behind him, his blood sizzled in a welcome high. 
They’d barely exchanged two words since James got home and 
interrupted Kit’s quest for another mug of coffee. 

“You shouldn’t have caffeine so late,” James murmured into his 
bruised skin. 


“I was tired,” Kit protested breathlessly. 

James laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you up all night instead.” 

It had been a long fucking day. Shopping in the sun. The mentally 
exhausting inmate lookup. Trying to be normal while he talked to the 
hot blond at the library. 

Getting abducted at gunpoint. Again. 

At least this abduction was over pretty quickly. Though as James 
reached confidently beneath his shirt, tracing fire against Kit’s 
stomach, Kit was surprised that he felt almost guilty about the whole 
situation. 

As if getting abducted by another hot murderer was somehow 
being unfaithful to James. Which was fucking insane. For one thing, 
they’d never discussed exclusivity, and Kit wouldn’t have agreed to it 
anyway. They weren’t dating, just. Whatever this was. 

For another, more important thing, getting held at gunpoint wasn’t 
cheating. 

Right? 

Maybe Kit should feel guilty for hiding the hit from James. Darius 
was right that James should probably know. If someone was after Kit, 
James could easily be caught up in the situation. Kit’s need for control 
over the narrative was selfish. Reckless. But he couldn’t help it. 

He promised himself sternly that if anything changed, he would 
say something. For now, though, he didn’t want to interrupt date 
night with the wrong sort of murder. 

There were plastic takeout bags on the other end of the granite 


island. James didn’t cook much for himself—between his businesses 
and his quest for vengeance, he didn’t have much free time for it. A 
chef came once a week to prep meals to put together later, and the 
rest of the time James ate out or ordered in. 

“What’s for dinner?” Kit asked as James squeezed his ass through 
his jeans. 

“Besides you?” James murmured into his ear, then bit his earlobe. 

Kit squirmed. “I can live with the murder thing, but cannibalism is 
a hard limit.” 

“Damn. I'll have to revise my plans for the evening.” James tapped 
his nose and winked. 

Butterflies flipped through Kit’s stomach. He was getting addicted 
to the way James never stopped touching him. With James’s hands on 
him, Kit couldn’t think about anything else. Couldn’t feel anything 
else—but he had to feel it. He couldn’t be numb like this, and he 
didn’t miss it as much as he would have thought. 

“You look good today. Edible,” James breathed into his ear. “What 
are you wearing for me?” 

Kit leaned instinctively into him, then pulled away. He looked 
James up and down. “You, um. You look good too.” 

“I always look good. Though Pll admit, I’m not really my own 
type.” 

It was needy. Embarrassing. But Kit couldn’t help twining his 
fingers together behind James’s neck. Running his hands down 
James’s biceps. “Yeah? What’s your type?” 

James’s thumbs made wicked circles around Kit’s hip bones. “I like 
tiny, five-foot twinks—” 

“Five foot three,” Kit insisted. 

“That’s okay too.” James sank a hand into Kit’s hair. “Five foot 
three, the perfect size to toss around. Hair long enough to grab, and 
skin that will carry my bruises for days. Plus a charming habit of 
changing the subject.” James leaned down, not quite close enough to 
kiss Kit. His hand tightened in Kit’s hair, holding him in place when 
he tried to close the distance between them. “What are you wearing 
for me, babe?” 

Kit licked his lips and pushed. James barely obliged by stepping 
back, his gaze raking down Kit’s baggy band shirt and loose gray 
sweats, all the way down to his sock-covered toes. 

“You had some good ideas,” Kit said, suppressing a smile. “Mini 
skirt... lacy thong... socks...” 

James laughed and poked Kit’s toes with his own bare feet. “Mm, 
sexy. All this for me?” 


Kit wiggled his toes and debated, then looked up at James through 
his eyelashes. “Actually, there’s a bit more.” 

Fuck, he was never going to get over the way James looked at him. 
Kit held his gaze as he hooked his thumbs into his waistband and slid 
the sweats down. Carefully, so he didn’t yank down the socks as well. 

It was kind of hilarious, kind of addictive the way James’s eyes 
widened. 

Kit’s new socks stretched all the way to mid-thigh, leaving a few 
inches of bare skin between the tops of the socks and the hem of his 
oversize shirt. The socks were midnight blue, scattered with swirls of 
tiny, sparkly gold stars, plus bigger yellow stars. 

Each big star was captioned with the words: Personal Space. 

Something James had obviously never heard of. 


James stroked the bare skin of Kit’s thighs, between the edge of the 
socks and the hem of his long shirt. The feathery touch sent shivers 
through Kit’s entire body, and his cock swelled under his tight briefs. 

“Forget dinner,” James purred. “I’m starting with dessert.” 

Kit had meant the socks as more of a joke than anything else. They 
were cute. Funny. But from the way James was looking at him, Kit 
may as well have gone into the lingerie store after all. He couldn’t 
imagine James would have looked any more ravenous. 

All Kit could do was squirm, breath quickening, as James slid his 
briefs down over his knees and to the floor, careful not to pull the 
long socks down with them. He kicked the sweatpants and briefs 
farther away, then easily picked Kit up and sat him on the island. 

Kit hissed at the cold granite underneath his ass, before James 
pulled him into a searing, distracting kiss. Blood pulsed hotter and 
hotter, and James’s hands dug into his thighs. Fingertips slipped under 
the edge of the socks. 

A cell phone buzzed on the counter next to Kit. 


James glanced over without removing his hands from Kit’s thighs. 
“See who that’s from,” James ordered, then resumed kissing and 
biting Kit’s shoulder through his t-shirt. 

Dizzy from arousal, Kit picked up James’s phone. 

“It’s a photo from... Rope Guy?” Kit narrowed his eyes. “The photo 
doesn’t show on the lockscreen.” 

“Oh, that’s just Darius. He can wait.” 

Kit jolted from his haze. He hadn’t realized Darius and James were 
on a texting basis. And it felt a little weird to think about being held 
at gunpoint by Darius while James was kissing his body alive. 

But also... 


“Why do you have him saved as Rope Guy?” 

That made James pause, his narrow, unreadable gaze covering 
Kit’s entire body. His hands ran up Kit’s back, under his shirt, 
somehow more illicit and arousing than just touching uncovered skin. 

Instead of answering, James asked, “Hypothetically, how do you 
feel about threesomes? Is that a hard limit like cannibalism?” 

“What?” Kit froze, trying to rally his thoughts beyond James’s very 
distracting touch. 

Threesomes? He’d definitely fantasized about that before. He’d 
definitely watched threesome porn before. Definitely read threesome 
—and moresome—erotica before. Didn’t everyone? 

But Kit hadn’t really thought of that as something he’d do in real 
life. Just getting this close to one man was so new and overwhelming, 
and he hadn’t even done anal with James yet. 

He hadn’t expected James to bring up something like that. The guy 
was so aggro alpha, with all the manhandling and ordering him out on 
an “accessory to murder” lunch date. That kind of guy didn’t usually 
like to share. But if James was into it... Kit couldn’t deny the idea had 
some appeal. 

Caution almost had him backing off. But an image flashed through 
his mind. James behind him, holding him down. Holding back his 
arms, while Darius’s thick fingers tilted his chin up. 

The thought of being surrounded. Helpless. Between two terrifying 
murderers, instead of just one- 

Kit licked his lips, and James’s smirk deepened. 

“That’s not a hard limit,” Kit said, carefully. “Depending on the 
situation. And the people.” 

He didn’t want to rush into it. Not a definite yes. He barely knew 
Darius—okay, he barely knew James either—but definitely not a no. 

“Christ, you’re so perfect.” James seized Kit in another bruising 
deep kiss, his tongue nearly touching the back of Kit’s throat. Then he 
pulled away, tapped his phone, and set it down. It rang audibly on 
speaker, dialing Rope Guy. 

Kit barely had time to process when James’s touch returned to his 
thighs. “Hands on the counter,” James growled. “Don’t move them 
until I say so.” 

The command rushed hot through Kit’s nerves. Cock painfully hard 
beneath his shirt, Kit braced his hands behind him on the counter. 

“James, what are you—” 

The call connected, and Kit’s mouth snapped shut. 

“What’s up?” Darius asked, his voice barely distorted across the 


line. 

“Hey, Big D, just wanted to chat.” James shoved Kit’s shirt up his 
stomach. Kit’s cock throbbed, pink and dripping between his pale 
thighs. 

There was a pause before Darius asked. “Am I on speaker?” 

“Yep,” James said shamelessly. “Say hi to Kit,” he added— 

As his thumb stroked the underside of Kit’s cock. 

Kit whimpered. Each teasing touch was feather-light and furnace- 
hot. James tugged back his foreskin as Darius’s breath hitched on the 
line. 

“James,” Darius said. “What the fuck are you doing?” 

Leaning in so each word vibrated into Kit’s bare neck, James 
answered: “I’m getting dessert ready.” 

Kit’s hands tensed against the granite counter. Holy shit, was this 
really happening? Were they having phone sex with the man who held 
him at gunpoint earlier today? 

James fingered the base of his cock, right above his balls. “Babe, 
say hi to Darius.” 

Kit couldn’t hide the tension in his voice. “Um, hi?” 

Any reply was drowned out by Kit’s pounding heart as James let go 
of his cock and traced the crease of his inner thighs instead. The tips 
of his thumbs barely brushed Kit’s balls, making him moan slightly. 

Darius swore. “I’d ask if I’m interrupting something, but you were 
the one who called me.” 

James kissed Kit’s thrumming pulse, drawing out another 
whimper. “You texted me, and I got to thinking, we should play 
together.” 

Darius didn’t respond for a while, and the anticipation of his reply 
was as teasing and excruciating as James’s too-gentle touches. A door 
slammed distantly, and footsteps crunched. Then Darius said, “Kit, are 
you still there?” 

“Yeah,” Kit said breathlessly. Like he was going anywhere right 
now. 

“Do you want me to hang up?” Darius asked. 

Kit froze, every possible reply evaporating from his lips. 

James chuckled low. “Fuck, man, you wouldn’t be asking if you 
could see his face right now. Pretty boy is thirsty for this.” 

Another door closed, more quietly. “I’m talking to Kit.” 

It was nice of Darius to give him an out, but Kit almost resented 
being asked. He didn’t want to have to make these decisions. 
Desperate with arousal, Kit just wanted to do whatever James and 


Darius told him to do. The surprise and excitement were part of the 
rush. 


But there was the point that Darius couldn’t see his face and how 
really, really into this he was. Kit forced himself to say, “I don’t mind. 
Um. This is, um. Fine.” 

Darius’s chuckle filled the kitchen, and James laughed and bit Kit’s 
chin. 


“Fine, huh?” James asked. 


“I mean, I’m sure Darius has better things to do than...” What were 
they even doing? Was this phone sex? 


“I was just thinking,” James said. 


“Never a good sign.” Darius sounded like he was walking around 
again, his footsteps echoing. “What’s he wearing?” 

Kit shuddered with arousal as James answered. “A baggy t-shirt 
and socks. Nothing else. He’s sitting on my kitchen counter, and he 
looks delicious. I’ve barely even touched him, and he’s bitten his lip so 
much it’s all red.” James tenderly pulled Kit’s lower lip from between 
his teeth—something Kit hadn’t even realized he was doing. “But 
that’s not what I was calling about.” 

Darius snorted. “All right, what was so important that you had to 
interrupt time with your new boyfriend?” 

“He’s not my—” 

James’s entire hand closed around Kit’s cock and twisted him into 
a wordless, strangled whimper. “Well.” James sounded entirely too 
composed as he unraveled Kit’s consciousness through his dick. “You 
texted me, and Kit asked why—hands on the counter, babe—Kit asked 
why your name is Rope Guy in my phone.” 

Darius groaned. “Because you have a stupid nickname fetish.” 


James stroked both hands up Kit’s sides, pushing his shirt up his 
torso. Kit felt even more exposed than if he was entirely naked. With 
his shirt hiked up his chest and his socks covering him to mid-thigh, 
the fabric framed the rest of him for James’s appreciative eyes. 

“It’s not stupid. I’m funny,” James said. “Kit, am I funny?” 

He forcefully sucked Kit’s nipple into his mouth, so Kit’s reply of, 
“Hilarious,” sounded more strangled than sarcastic. 

James shoved Kit’s shirt into his mouth and said, “Bite this,” then 
continued playing with Kit’s nipples as he talked to Darius. “So, he 
asked, and that got me thinking, you should do your anime bondage 
thing on him.” 

Kit spat out his t-shirt. “His what?” he demanded, as Darius 
echoed, “My what?” 


“Your anime bondage thing,” James repeated like they were 
stupid. “You know, with the ropes and acrobatics and fancy knots.” 

During the ensuing pause, Kit imagined every hentai he had ever 
watched. Every tentacle drawing he had ever seen in the depths of the 
Internet. Anime bondage could include so many things. Did Darius 
watch anime? Did James? 

“Shibari,” Darius said eventually. “You mean shibari.” 

Oh. Shibari was fine. 

Kit’s dick twitched. Shibari was more than fine. 

“Exactly what I said.” James stole a deep kiss from Kit, leaving him 
dazed and panting. “My Kit would look so pretty all tied up like a 
little gift, wouldn’t he?” 

There was a ragged, heated pause between all of them. The sheer 
fond possessiveness in James’s voice was as intrusive as the hand 
circling his cock. 

Then Darius purred, “He did look pretty the last time I saw him 
tied up.” 

Kit moaned so hard he nearly choked on it, his cock jumping up 
into James’s hand. He remembered the cuffs around his wrists, being 
eyed by both Darius and Bishop. The way Bishop cuffing him always 
made Kit settle down, like there weren’t lies between them when Kit 
was tied in place. 

“He liked that,” James said, low and almost awestruck. “Damn, 
you should see him.” 

Darius groaned. “Send a photo.” 

“No photos,” Kit said sharply. But he didn’t have time to really feel 
the fear behind that limit, because James kissed the breath from him 
again, rubbing his nipple through his t-shirt. The friction sparked 
electric through his entire body, down to where James still steadily 
stroked his cock. 

“No photos,” James agreed, half-muffled against his lips. 

“He’ll just have to see me in person next time,” Kit said, not fully 
realizing what he was saying. 

Until James paused and murmured, “Will he?” 

Kit blinked up at James, feeling suddenly uncertain. It had felt like 
the most natural thing in the world to say, but was inviting another 
man to join them in person too much? Fuck. Kit had just been kind of 
going along with this, and James was the one who called Darius in the 
first place. Everything Kit thought before about them not being actual 
boyfriends and not agreeing to be exclusive was true. 

But it was untrue, too, in a way. 


Panting shallowly, Kit hadn’t even noticed his stockinged legs 
hooking around James’s hips, as James invaded his personal space. Kit 
knew in his bones that he was on the verge of something with James. 
They had a connection. Not just physical. The impulsive, selfish 
generosity of allowing Kit to move in with him so quickly. The 
straightforward desire. The passion and dedication James devoted to 
his career, his friends, his quest for vengeance—fuck, Kit even 
admired the way James murdered people. 

What the fuck was wrong with him? 


A therapist would have a field day if Kit ever felt safe enough to be 
honest with one. Whatever his issues, Kit wanted James’s passion and 
attention turned on him, bruised into his skin, just like this. 

There was something real here. At least, Kit hoped it was real. He 
hoped he could seize it without ruining either of them. 

And he didn’t want to lose his chance by fucking around with 
other people. 

But as crazy as it was, he felt a connection with Darius too. Newer, 
more tentative, but no less real. Darius met him bruised and chained 
to another man’s stair rail, and the next time, kidnapped him at 
gunpoint- 

Then talked to Kit. Listened to him. Darius made Kit feel more in 
control than he had in a long time. Even when Darius restrained Kit. 
Even when Kit was technically powerless, helpless to escape, Darius 
agreed to Kit’s demands about hiding the hit. 

Without even knowing why. 

And fuck. Kit had eyes. The man was hot. All that raw power 
filling out perfectly fitted suits, and those intense eyes—an entirely 
different intensity than James. Where James was fire, Darius was ice. 
Kit wasn’t sure how he would choose between them if he had to. 

Right now, at least, he didn’t have to. 

“You want a threesome, babe?” James asked, a grin lighting up his 
stunning face. “I’m down. Darius, what do you think?” 

Instead of an answer, there was a scraped, scratchy sound, then a 
muffled, high-pitched screech. 

Definitely not Darius’s voice. 

“Are you with someone?” Kit demanded, stunned. Should he be 
jealous? Mortified that someone else could hear— 

A muffled gunshot cut through the line. 
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the knife’s edge of arousal and fear 


Kit froze on the knife’s edge of arousal and fear, and James’s hand 
stilled on his cock. 

For an instant, James looked just as worried as Kit felt—but his 
voice was steady when he asked, “What was that?” 

“Nothing,” Darius said, calm as ever. “Just working overtime. Tell 
me more about this threesome. Do you want his mouth, or are we 
taking turns on his ass?” 

Relief crashed over Kit at the sound of Darius’s voice, followed 
swiftly by pleasure. Darius was all right, and James resumed jerking 
Kit’s cock, hard and slick. 

Relief and pleasure somehow unsullied by the shock that Darius 
just killed someone. 

Every intense, confused emotion cascaded through Kit’s veins as 
James expertly worked him over the edge. Kit arched back, vision 
whiting out, and came all over James’s hand. 

His chest heaved, each breath dragged with difficulty from his 
lungs. The orgasm left him tense and loose at once. Utterly drained 
and shaky. 

James murmured something unintelligible, and Darius replied with 
something Kit couldn’t understand either. His mind floated away, 
circling somewhere around the vaulted ceiling. James’s hand was in 
his own jeans now, moving unmistakably, his eyes dark and intense 
and fixed on Kit as Darius talked him through his own orgasm. 

“Yeah, looks like we fucked Kit out,” James was saying when Kit 
eventually drifted back to the conversation. “Let’s talk later. Do this 
again. We can negotiate over his ass.” 

“Bidding starts at one million.” Kit finally moved his hands from 
the counter and circled his wrists. 

Darius chuckled over the line. “Right. Don’t think I can’t afford— 
never mind, gotta go.” 

The line went quiet, and the kitchen felt vast and empty around 
them. 


Nerves twisted through Kit. He was starting to feel uncomfortable, 
sitting half-dressed on the counter with cum cooling on his skin. “Is 
he... Is he all right? Do you know who he...” 

James pecked a kiss on Kit’s cheek and moved to the sink. “Darius 
is fine, and best you don’t know the rest. He’s ethical enough for 
Bishop, which is more than good enough for me.” 

He returned to Kit with a wet dish towel and started cleaning him 
up. Kit thought about taking the towel from him, but his arms were 
slow to obey his commands. 

“You okay?” James asked suddenly. 

Kit jerked in place, then slid from the counter. His socked feet slid 
a bit on the tile, but James held him firmly upright. 

He just got off after listening to Darius assassinate someone. 

Pursing his lips, Kit organized his thoughts. “I’m okay.” He pulled 
his underwear back on, but James stole his jeans away, so he gave up 
on pants for the rest of the night. “That’s what’s weirding me out, I 
think. Why am I okay with all of this?” 

James went still for a moment, gaze dark and unreadable. Then he 
ruffled Kit’s hair and kissed him again. “Ask Bishop. He’s better about 
the whole morality thing. All I’m going to tell you is that I don’t care 
how fucked up you are, I think you’re sexy just like this.” 

Kit laughed despite everything and let James steer him towards 
dinner and a movie on the couch. A shockingly normal date as Kit 
turned everything over in his head. 

He didn’t get off on the gunshot itself, right? It was just a weird 
coincidence of timing? 

Just a weird adrenaline thing. That was fine. 


Two weeks later, Kit caught a glimpse of himself in James’s massive 
mirror and skidded to a halt. Fuck. He wasn’t going to bother hiding 
the hickey on his neck—but when the hell did James gnaw on his 
elbow? 

He prodded the unmistakable bruise. Should he change into a long- 
sleeve shirt? Would Bishop notice? Would Bishop care? 

Why should Kit care if Bishop cared? 

“Obviously I don’t give a fuck,” Kit informed his reflection. Then 
he re-tied his short ponytail and headed downstairs. 

Bishop was already here for the Devil Whales game. Kit had heard 
him come in while he was getting ready. Okay, pretending to get 
ready. He actually just wanted to read one more chapter of his library 
book. 


They were supposed to do this a few days ago, but Bishop had to 
reschedule. Apparently, he and James met up semi-regularly to watch 
sports (not Kit’s thing) and have a few beers (definitely Kit’s thing). 
Kit had mentioned that it sounded like weirdly wholesome adult 
playdates—or just dates—considering their other hobbies. 

James had just laughed. “Bishop started it as an excuse to share 
info about cases. I’m the one who added on dinner and beer, because I 
have enough boring sober business meetings at the office.” 

“And the sports?” 

“I don’t remember how that happened,” James had admitted. “I 
guess sometimes it’s just nice to hang out with people who get it.” 

Now, Kit followed the familiar voices into the kitchen, where 
James was getting out plates, and Bishop was tipping back a bottle of 
beer— 

Leaning on the counter, right where Kit got off on the phone with 
Darius. 

The memory froze Kit at the exact moment Bishop looked up at 
him, bright blue eyes as piercing as ever. The next instant felt longer 
than it really was as Bishop catalogued every inch of Kit, from the 
marks on his neck to the holes in his jeans to the black nail polish on 
his bare toes. 

“Good to see you,” Bishop said, perfectly composed. He looked 
good. Soft-worn jeans and a flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows. 
Stubble shadowed his jawline. 

“Hi.” Kit made a beeline for the fridge and snagged his own beer. 
“Hey James, where’s the—thanks.” 

James grabbed Kit’s beer and opened it for him, instead of handing 
him the bottle opener. “Thank me later, babe.” 

Their fingers brushed as Kit took his bottle back, and for a second, 
he thought James was going to kiss him. But James just grinned and 
went back to finding silverware. 

Kit lifted his bottle in a toast. “Thanks for letting me crash date 
night, boys.” 

Bishop laughed. “Don’t mention it, kid.” 

“Business meetings. These are definitely business meetings,” James 
said. “Even if we don’t have any business tonight.” 

“Actually, we do.” Bishop took another sip of beer and shifted 
against the counter. A slight frown creased his face, just for a moment. 
“T got a new client this week.” 

“Who is it?” Kit asked. “Wait, ’m probably not supposed to ask 
about that.” 

“You can ask anything you want,” Bishop said, fixing Kit with his 


piercing eyes. “Because I want you to help with their case.” 


Bishop thought he would hate the sight of James wrapping a 
possessive arm around Kit’s waist. The sight of Kit leaning in, already 
so comfortable with the touch. Instead, he was just relieved Kit 
seemed to be doing all right. That jagged vulnerability, like a broken 
doll pieced together without glue, ready to fall apart at the slightest 
touch—Bishop didn’t see that anymore in Kit. 

His relief didn’t soften his sharp-edged need for the kid. His 
unreasonable desire. 

Maybe it was hypocritical for Bishop to be relieved that Kit seemed 
safe with James, when Bishop was the one who intended to drag him 
back into the fire. 

“Help with a case?” Kit said, green eyes bright and intrigued. “How 
would I be helping?” 

James’s usual carefree attitude darkened. His brows drew together 
in a guarded frown. “This sounds like a bad idea.” 

“You haven’t even heard it yet,” Kit pointed out. 

“I don’t need to,” James said. “It’s dangerous to get caught up in 
these things.” 

The kitchen fell silent. Kit pulled away from James’s arm, joining 
Bishop in staring blankly at James. 

“What?” James asked with a shrug. 

Unbelievable. Bishop rolled his eyes. “You took him on a hit. You 
took him with you on your vigilante murder spree, and you’re 
complaining about some basic PI work? This is going to be routine 
legwork. Barely a step above filing papers.” 

“Its not a spree,” James muttered, rubbing his hand through his 
hair. “But fine, you might have a point.” 

Kit tilted his head. “I’ve never filed papers before. That could be 
fun. Depending on the papers, I guess.” 

“You’ve never filed papers?” James asked. 

“And you have?” Kit countered, clearly eyeing James’s designer 
jeans and unnecessarily expensive watch—especially unnecessary 
since he always checked the time on his phone instead. 

James full-body shuddered. 

Bishop laughed, moving towards the living room. “He was on some 
low-budget undercover CEO reality show a few years ago. They made 
him do all the grunt work for a week. You should look up his 
episode.” 

Kit lit up with interest, a wicked light in his smile. So different 


from the dead-eyed wraith Bishop first found in Ed Addersen’s blood- 
stained kitchen. 


James’s indefatigable confidence kicked back in. “Of course he 
should. They talked me into a shirtless scene, not that it was relevant 
to the show concept. I was fit as fuck that year.” 

“Wait, where are you guys going?” Kit asked, stopping at the 
kitchen door. Bishop and James were already in the living room. 

James set the takeout bag on the coffee table. “The couch?” 

Kit wrinkled his nose. “No way, that’s way too messy to eat on the 
couch.” 

“I don’t care about my couch,” James said, frowning. “Why do you 
care about my couch?” 


Kit immediately averted his eyes and snatched the takeout. “No 
reason. I just like being tidy.” 

James broke into a laugh. “I can just buy a new couch. We can 
have an eating couch and a sex couch.” 


Bishop groaned and grabbed the silverware. “I vote we eat at the 
table, if you guys have been having sex on the couch,” he said, 
following Kit. 

Then Kit and James froze, making guilty eye contact. 

Bishop swore under his breath. 


“The table is safe,” Kit said, flushing to the tips of his ears. “For 
now. Wait until after we eat before you tell me about the murders, by 
the way. Unless they’re really un-gruesome murders.” 


The campus murders were not un-gruesome. Bishop waited until 
most of the food was cleared away to set a folder on the table. 

James grabbed more beer for him and Bishop, while Kit was still 
working on his second. He was a pretty casual drinker for a nineteen 
year old. Didn’t race to get shitfaced like the dumbasses Bishop was 
used to. Then again, back when Bishop was on the force, he only had 
to deal with parties that got out of control. Biased sample. 

“Three SCU students have been murdered in the past month,” 
Bishop said. “Victor Wang, Timothy Wellington, and Marco 
Fernandez.” 

“Wait,” James interrupted. “I thought there were only two.” 

Bishop passed photos—all three of the dead boys got clean-cut 
school portraits this time—to Kit. “The first one, Victor, was originally 
ruled a suicide. He hasn’t been linked publicly to the others, but SCPD 
is reopening his case since he was friends with Timothy.” 

Kit examined the photos quietly, solemnly, while James leaned 
over his shoulder. 


“Who hired you?” James asked. 

“Timothy’s parents. He was the second victim.” 

“The one who got mutilated after he died, instead of before?” Kit 
asked, then shrugged when Bishop looked at him questioningly. “I 
read an article. Well, I skimmed an article.” 

Bishop continued. “The Wellingtons are frustrated with the pace of 
the investigation. They think their kid’s death didn’t get enough 
attention until the third body turned up and forced more attention on 
the department. They’re probably right, but not for the reason they 
think.” 

James got up and started clearing the rest of the table, still 
obviously listening along with Kit. He moved steadily, calmly, and 
Bishop might be the only one who would notice the tension running 
through him. San Corvo Police Department incompetence was partly 
why the Zhou family massacre was still unsolved. Why James had 
taken his revenge into his own hands. 


Actually, maybe Kit noticed James’s tension too. He tracked 
James’s movements now and then as he listened to Bishop explain. 


“Timothy was twenty years old, a straight-B student. He had a 
history with law enforcement. Public intoxication, destruction of 
property, and an accusation of roofie-ing a fellow student. That 
accusation didn’t go anywhere, and I don’t have the records for it.” 

“So, the cops didn’t like him?” Kit said. 

“He annoyed them with impressive frequency for someone who 
only transferred in his sophomore year,” Bishop grimaced. “But that 
doesn’t have much to do with the murder investigation. That was slow 
to start because SCPD is incompetent and lazy.” 


Bishop had friends on the force, or at least people he would share a 
beer with. But as an organization, toxic inaction slowed everything 
more complicated than a routine traffic stop. Running smoothly meant 
not rocking the boat. Officers wanted to claim responsibility for 
successes but didn’t want to put in the hard work to get there. 

Bishop liked to imagine he still would have left the force by now, 
even without the Archie incident. But maybe that was wishful 
thinking about the kind of man he wanted to be. 

“SCPD started taking everything seriously after Marco turned up, 
because there’s too much public attention on them. But the 
Wellingtons still aren’t happy about how the first two days after their 
son’s death were handled.” 

“What do they want you to do?” Kit asked. 


“This is a normal PI case,” Bishop said. “Not an execution case. At 
least, not while it’s still active with SCPD.” 


In normal cases, Bishop turned critical information over to the 
authorities. His old friends on the force still respected him, even if it 
wasn’t always mutual. They trusted him not to run his mouth to the 
media, and in return, they didn’t get in his way. Normal, legal 
cooperation. 

Vigilantism was Bishop’s last resort. Even if sometimes he itched to 
pick up his gun sooner. Cut through the bureaucratic nightmares with 
a bullet. 

“Pll run a parallel investigation,” Bishop explained. “Talk to 
Timothy’s friends, chase down any leads that come up, the usual.” 

“That sounds interesting,” Kit said. “But I’m not sure how I could 
help.” 

“I started talking to Timothy’s friends last week, and it didn’t go 
well.” Bishop downed the rest of his beer. “They’re college kids who 
drink too much and hide illegal space heaters in their dorm rooms. 
The initial police interviews spooked them, and they’re not going to 
trust me.” Bishop pointed his empty beer bottle at Kit. “You, on the 
other hand.” 

Kit leaned back in his chair. “I probably do drink too much, but 
I’ve never owned a space heater.” 


A cabinet door slammed from the kitchen. James leaned against 
the doorway, eyes unreadable. “You want him to interrogate people? 
That’s a bit more hands-on than filing papers.” 

“I want him to get me names,” Bishop said. “Find out who might 
know someone who knows someone who knows something, and then 
Pll handle the interviews.” 


“That’s bullshit,” James said, at the same moment Kit said, “Can I 
see the crime scene photos?” 

Chills ran down Bishop’s spine at the look in Kit’s eyes. Blank, 
cold. Guarded, empty. Kit perched on the edge of his chair like a bird, 
talons clawed into the edge of a cliff, deciding whether to plummet. 

“Show me,” Kit said quietly. 

Bishop pulled the next set of photos from the folder and slid them 
towards Kit. 
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“Something broke you.” 


Bishop couldn’t read Kit’s expression as he looked through the photos. 
The first victim, Victor, was staged as an overdose. There was a grim 
quiet to his photos—his roommate found him in bed, the blankets 
tangled in his no longer thrashing limbs. 

The second victim, Timothy, was in a storage basement. Shirtless, 
his dead flesh carved in seemingly random patterns. The lighting was 
yellow, making the blood look more brown than red. 

The third, Marco, was in his dorm room too. No roommate, so the 
unfortunate RA had been the one to find him. What remained of 
Marco was more blood than flesh. He had struggled, and his fingers 
were missing. 

“The perpetrator is escalating,” Bishop said. 

“Or experimenting.” Kit returned to the second set of photos. His 
face was too pale, but he kept his focus. “He doesn’t know what he 
likes yet.” 

Bishop’s eyes lingered on Kit’s wrist. “Maybe.” 

Kit looked up from the violence spread before him. “I’m in.” 

“Kit,” James said sharply. They looked at each other in silent 
dialogue, until James relented visibly. Just for a moment before his 
arrogant smile came back on. James leaned over the table and 
touched Kit’s chin, tilting his face up. “You’re supposed to negotiate, 
babe. Bishop’s asking you to work. You’re supposed to ask what he’s 
offering you in return.” 

Bishop rolled his eyes. “I’ll pay him, of course.” 

Kit perked up, jerking out of James’s grasp. “Like a job?” 

“Sure,” Bishop said. “I’m guessing you’ll want me to pay you under 
the table.” 

“Yeah, I can’t use my social,” Kit said casually. “This is cool, I’ve 
never had a job before. Unless you count walking my neighbors dogs 
when I was... What?” 

There. 

There was that frisson of vulnerability as Kit played his own words 


over in his head. He flinched and wouldn’t meet Bishop’s eyes. 

A crack in Kit’s mask, and Bishop was hooked all over again. He 
had no chance of staying content to watch Kit play happy boyfriends 
with James. 

He needed to dig his fingers into those cracks, shatter Kit open, 
and find the truth in his heart. 

But Bishop didn’t have the right to make Kit a project. He didn’t 
have the right to Kit’s truth. So all he said was, “Then it’s about time 
you got your first job.” 

Kit looked down and shuffled the photos into a neat stack. 

James jumped up from the table. “Leave the dishes. I’ll put the 
game on.” 


Kit wished James would indulge in some macho possessiveness right 
about now. But when Bishop asked, “Hey, can I talk to you outside?” 
James just waved them off and moved to the kitchen. 

Curiosity outweighing his caution, Kit followed Bishop to the front 
patio. Trees surrounded the property, a privacy screen that was 
James’s only water-hungry landscaping vice. The rest of his property 
was xeriscaped with rocks and native plants. Stray stars glittered 
overhead. They weren’t quite far enough from the city for a full 
blanket of galaxy. 

Kit was still barefoot, the concrete cool and rough beneath his feet. 
“What do you want?” 

Bishop seemed larger in the darkness, the patio lights hardly 
touching him. “I wanted to make sure you’re all right here with 
James.” 

Kit grimaced. “I’m fine. Do you want details?” 

Bishop’s mouth quirked—like he could see through Kit’s defensive 
deflection. The asshole just stood there, quiet. Waiting Kit out. 

Fucking Christ. It worked. 

Kit should have worn shoes so he could kick the front step or 
Bishop’s ankles or something. “I said I’m fine. James isn’t taking 
advantage of me. If anything, I’m taking advantage of him.” Kit 
laughed without humor. “Why do you give a fuck?” 

Bishop’s gaze dropped below Kit’s jaw. To the stark bruises 
shadowing his neck. Just for a moment. Like Bishop hadn’t meant to 
look. 


Kit’s heartbeat quickened. 


“You’re interesting,” was all Bishop said, but it felt like a 
confession. 


Kit hugged himself. The evening was too chilly for his t-shirt. 
“How am I interesting?” 

“You'll have to tell me.” Bishop shrugged his hands into his jacket 
pockets. His presence was warmer than the air around them. “I had a 
friend look you up, the week you stayed with me.” 

Kit tensed, then forced his shoulders to relax on his next breath. 
“James traced my phone too. You guys are paranoid. Did you find 
anything?” 

“Nothing,” Bishop said. “Kit Byron doesn’t exist. You’ve had the ID 
for at least a year, but I couldn’t find who made it for you. Usually I 
can.” 

Kit glared, trying to judge whether Bishop was telling the truth or 
not. Did he actually find nothing, or was he just pretending to get 
more information out of Kit? It was impossible to tell. The man just 
watched him with that rapt, intent expression. Like Kit was a puzzle to 
solve. 

No, not a puzzle. A crime to solve. 

Then again, that was how Bishop always looked at Kit. Nothing 
had changed, which meant Bishop probably hadn’t found Kit’s real 
name. 

“That’s all there is,” Kit said eventually. “Nothing. My past doesn’t 
matter. This is what you get.” 

“I think it matters a lot.” Bishop’s next words were careful. “I think 
something happened to you. Something broke you. And you’re not 
going to fix it by running.” 

Kit’s chest seized like Bishop punched him in the sternum. 

He was fine. He was fine until Bishop said he was broken, and Kit 
remembered it was true. 

For a second, Kit was tempted to talk. Tell Bishop everything. 
About Dad. About his idyllic childhood. About the boy Kit never 
wanted to be again. 

The second passed. 

Because Kit knew painfully that once he opened his damn mouth, 
there was no shutting it again. Confession wasn’t always healing. 
Nobody was being hurt by Kit’s silence except Kit himself. So, he 
would grit his teeth and just keep running. No matter how much that 
warped, sympathetic look in Bishop’s eyes stung. 

Besides, Bishop clearly misunderstood the situation. 

“You’re wrong,” Kit said quietly. Cold permeated his entire being, 
but it didn’t hurt. It felt right. “Whatever you think happened to me, 
you're wrong.” 

“I don’t think I’m wrong,” Bishop said. “Not at the heart of it. 


Those claw-marks on your wrist aren’t from James, are they?” 

“Fuck you,” Kit snapped. His fists tightened, arms still crossed over 
his chest. “Stop acting like you see everything. You’re not right. You 
don’t fucking know me. I don’t want to fucking talk to you.” 

Bishop stared, clearly taken aback by the outburst, which felt— 
good. Kit felt good. Energized. Like waking up again. Better than 
digging his nails into his skin. 

He took a deep breath, gearing up to shout something else. 
Anything. Probably ill-advised. But the front door opened. 

“What the fuck is going on?” James put a hand on Kit’s shoulder. 
The weight was shockingly warm, grounding Kit in place. “Kit, go 
back inside. You’re not wearing shoes.” He looked at Bishop next. 
“You should head out.” 

Kit stayed put instead, leaning into James’s heat. 

An unreadable look flashed across Bishop’s face. “See you around,” 
he said, far too calm, and walked down the walkway. 

“Wait, Bishop,” Kit called out—surprising all of them, including Kit 
himself. 

Bishop paused and turned, half lit by the patio lights. 

Kit swallowed. “I still want to help with the case.” 

A slight grin crossed Bishop’s face. “PI call you.” 

Hours later, after James rimmed Kit until he came twice, then 
fucked his face until he cried, they curled together on the couch. 
James asked, “Why do you want to help with Bishop’s case?” 

Kit nestled closer against James’s chest, his cheek sticking to 
James’s bare skin. Dazed and fucked-out, zen, all the anxiety worked 
out of him. If Kit had known sex was this great for stress relief, he 
would have found himself a boyfriend ages ago. 

Not that James was his boyfriend. 

“I like the idea of helping people.” Kit closed his eyes. “Besides, I 
think I know exactly where to start.” 
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Holden 


Holden only took Marco’s fingers because the asshole managed to 
scratch his arm. Desperation broke the skin through Holden’s long- 
sleeve shirt. There were all sorts of fibers and skin cell gunk under the 
fingernails of Marco’s right hand, and Holden hadn’t wanted to waste 
time cleaning that up. He was a murderer, not a manicurist. 

Murderer. That word still shivered through him, too good to be 
true. He’d been thinking about this for so long. Dreaming and 
planning. Motivational mood boards in his mind. 

Sometimes Holden forgot he had killed people. He would just be 
going about his day, taking notes in his forensics class or studying on 
the quad or stalking the laundry room for the one working dryer in 
the apartment building. 

Then an overheard word or a flash of red or just a feeling would 
remind him. Every time, Holden thought surely everyone around him 
would see his elation. 

But he’d always been good at hiding his emotions. This delightful 
accomplishment was his alone. 

If Holden wanted to keep living his dream, he couldn’t get caught. 
So, Marco’s fingernails had been a problem. The easiest solution was 
to cut his fingers off. 

Holden had started with the forefinger on Marco’s right hand. The 
one Marco scratched him with. Getting the blade in through the 
second joint was difficult. It might have been easier doing all of them 
at once, getting more of a swing in there. Notes for later. But Holden 
managed. The middle finger was a little easier, and by the ring finger, 
he was really getting the hang of the small-scale dismemberment. 

The pinkie was even easier, because Marco had passed out, so 
Holden didn’t have to worry about the zip ties coming loose. 

He hadn’t been sure whether any of his DNA was under Marco’s 
right thumb, but he took that off too for good measure. 


Then each finger on Marco’s left hand, because it was fun. 
Now, sitting at a cute little outdoor cafe table, sipping his green tea 


boba, Holden was glad he’d taken Marco’s fingers. Not just for the 
practical concerns—though he’d been pretty proud of his 
improvisation in the moment. But after scraping off the flesh and 
boiling the finger bones clean, they made pretty good souvenirs. He 
kept most of them in a jar in his apartment’s crawl space, and 
sometimes—okay, a lot of the time—he carried a few with him. 

Holden slouched in the rickety metal chair and slipped a hand into 
the pocket of his baggy jeans. Rolling the bones between his fingers 
gave him an indescribable sense of satisfaction. Nobody else at the 
mall knew what he was doing. The mother herding her children away 
from the candy store. The young couple arguing in front of the 
sunglasses store. The students and businesspeople vying for table 
space at every café. The other mother clearly resigned to taking her 
children to the candy store. 

Fondling the fingerbones, Holden reflected that while they were 
nice to have, he probably wouldn’t repeat the act. He was still figuring 
out what he enjoyed, and apparently pre-mortem torture wasn’t really 
his thing. That had been a surprise, because he’d fantasized about it 
for so long. But like with sex, some aspects of murder were more fun 
in fantasy than reality. The extra complications and cleanup weren’t 
worth the brief fun. 

Holden had enjoyed Timothy the most so far. Carving up the body 
and reveling in his accomplishment was more fun without worrying 
about being interrupted by, well, Timothy. 

Even if Holden wanted to try pre-mortem mutilation again, he 
wouldn’t take fingerbones next time. He didn’t want to have a 
signature or something gauche. 

People like that fucking private investigator picked up on that sort 
of shit. 

Holden slurped his boba. He needed to stay calm. Matthew Bishop 
may have taken Holden’s first kill right from under him, but that was 
no reason to get angry. 

Holden had more interesting prey now. 

Oh, speaking of prey. 

A familiar expensive car pulled up in the nearby parking lot, and a 
familiar skinny figure disembarked from the passenger seat. A strong 
hand caught the young man before he could get far, dragging him 
halfway back into the car for... 

Holden couldn’t see exactly. His imagination filled in the blanks. 
He liked the thought of Kit being manhandled and kissed breathless, 
but hated that James Zhou was the one doing it. 

He stood unhurriedly, slinging his backpack over one shoulder. 


Throwing his empty boba cup away gave him an excuse to turn 
around, so Kit couldn’t see his face as he walked by. Holden stooped 
to re-lace one shoe, too, giving the expensive car time to drive away. 

Ready. Holden straightened up, hands in his pockets, and followed 
Kit across the mall. 
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“Tm definitely, totally flirting with you.” 


Kit had told James he knew exactly where to start on the 
investigation. But two hours into his trip to the mall, Kit had to admit 
to himself that all he had was the stupidest plan in the history of 
plans. 

He knew exactly one San Corvo University student. 

And by knew, Kit meant he met the guy for five seconds at the 
public library, and mentally called him Man Bun. Because Kit didn’t 
even know the guy’s name. 

Staking out the library was a bust in terms of casually, 
coincidentally running into Man Bun. But the library did have a 
bulletin board with fliers for local community events. Kit grabbed a 
flier for a candlelight vigil for Marco Fernandez, folded it carefully, 
and slid it into his pocket. The event was scheduled for next week, 
and Kit could probably meet some people there. As long as there 
weren’t too many cops lurking around with the same exact idea. 

Waiting in line at a nearby ladybug-themed coffee shop, Kit traced 
the edge of the flier inside his pocket. There were vigils like this for 
James’s family. For countless dead little boys and girls, and people 
who used to be little boys or girls or whatever. Kit liked the idea of 
vigils, maybe. He understood why James didn’t—vigils and candles 
and prayers and heartfelt words never solved the Zhou family 
massacre. Kit thought of vigils with a wistful, guilty sort of envy. 

If Kit had died as a child, only his killer would have held a vigil for 
him. 

Kit exhaled, re-centering himself in the here and now of the weird 
ladybug coffee shop. Even the walls were red with black spots, and the 
baristas all had ladybug-printed aprons on. The menu was 
comfortingly basic, though. No bugs in the lattes. 

Should he attribute his upcoming giant sugary mocha to his first 
ever private investigation paycheck? Or let his benefactor boyfriend 
James pay for it? Or Kit could submit it to Bishop as a business 
expense. Each of the options held its own appeal. 

James could pay for this sugary monstrosity, Kit decided, and 


rattled off his order to Loretta, the dead-eyed goth barista in her 
ladybug apron. 

“And an extra shot of espresso,” Kit finished. 

“Will that be all,” Loretta said, without any change in inflection to 
indicate a question. 

Kit peered at the display case. “Can I get a chocolate croissant 
too?” 

“You bet.” Loretta’s black, talon-like fingernails tapped the 
register. “Swipe or tap or whatever. What’s the name for the order.” 

Before Kit could answer or fish his wallet out of his jeans, someone 
tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, let me get that for you.” 

Kit jerked around and looked up—way up—at the very man he had 
been looking for. Rumpled university t-shirt, check. Really nice, lean- 
muscled arms, check. Truly excessive blond hair tied up in a bun, 
check. 

“What?” Kit asked brilliantly, too stunned to remember what Man 
Bun had said. 

“Let me get that for you,” Man Bun said, eyes crinkling in a smile. 
The sunny expression was blinding. 

Loretta tapped the counter. “Whoever’s paying should hurry up. 
We have other customers.” 

There actually wasn’t anyone behind Kit and Man Bun in line. 

“Sure,” Kit managed. “If you want to?” 

Man Bun slid a card from his wallet. “Awesome, because I 
definitely want to.” 

He didn’t actually wink at Kit, but this vibe hummed through the 
air as if he had. Kit’s ears heated with the sheer intensity of that not- 
actually-a-wink. He tried to compose himself as Man Bun ordered a 
caramel latte for himself and paid for both their orders. 

When Loretta asked for a name, he answered, “Holden.” 

“What was that for?” Kit asked as they moved to the other end of 
the counter. “I mean, thank you. I should have said thank you first.” 

Wow. Kit really wasn’t used to being this flustered by men who 
weren’t murderers. 

“You’re welcome,” Man Bun said. No, Holden. His name was 
Holden. He stood slouched, casual, one hand in his pocket. Coins or a 
keychain or something rattled between his fingers, like he was 
nervous. “Sorry if I startled you. I was just excited when I recognized 
you. I felt like an idiot for not asking for your name last time.” 

“You still don’t know my name,” Kit pointed out. 

Holden laughed. “Okay, you’ll have to help me out with that. Is a 


double-shot mocha and croissant worth your name?” 

“Not sure, but I’ll give you a discount,” Kit said. “My name’s Kit.” 

“Kit,” Holden repeated. “That’s cute. It suits you.” 

Kit really hoped he wasn’t blushing. And that Loretta wasn’t 
listening from behind the counter, because Kit was about to make this 
very awkward. “I can’t tell if you’re flirting with me or not. But just in 
case, I should probably say I kind of have a boyfriend.” 

Holden’s cheerful expression didn’t falter. “I’m definitely, totally 
flirting with you.” His hand slipped into his pocket again. “Which 
means I should probably ask, what do you mean by kind of have a 
boyfriend?” 

Kit shrugged. “I’m dating a guy, but I don’t want him to get full of 
himself.” 

Holden’s eyes changed. That warm brown suddenly pierced cold, 
like a shadow crossed behind them. An instant later, the shadow was 
gone. Kit must have imagined it. 

“I didn’t take you for such a player,” Holden said, grinning. 

“Is that a bad thing?” 

“It’s a good thing,” Holden said. “You’re interesting.” 

Kit shrugged again. “I get that a lot.” When Holden’s eyebrows 
lifted, Kit groaned. “That sounded so douchey, didn’t it?” 

“Super douchey,” Holden agreed, but he said it like that was a 
good thing too. “Can I get your number?” 

It was Kit’s turn to raise his eyebrows. “You don’t mind my sort-of 
boyfriend?” 

“Not if you don’t,” Holden answered immediately. “Just because 
there’s a goalie doesn’t mean I can’t score.” 

Kit laughed, all his awkwardness dispelled. “That was terrible. But 
sure, give me your phone.” 

Their fingers touched as Holden handed over his unlocked phone. 
The warmth of Holden’s skin was so natural, so ordinary, it threatened 
to slip into Kit’s soul like a knife. As he entered his name and number 
into the contacts list, Kit was hyperaware of Holden’s presence heating 
the air beside him. 

Even though Holden mostly seemed preoccupied with watching 
Loretta’s glacial pace behind the counter. 

“Here,” Kit said, handing back the phone. 

When their hands touched again, Holden’s gaze dropped to his lips. 
Just for a moment. 

“Tl text you,” Holden said, then checked the time on the 
lockscreen and swore. “Listen, I need to bail now. Give my latte to 


your sort-of boyfriend. My treat.” 

This time, he did wink. And Kit was still grinning when Holden 
left, and Loretta called out their order. 

Kit’s phone buzzed as he juggled everything over to an empty 
table. He set everything down and dropped into the bright red plastic 
chair before he could check the message. 


Sexy: So babe.... how serious were you about a threesome with 
Darius?? 


Before Kit could answer James, another text came in. 
Unknown Number: hey this is holden ;) 
Then another. 


Darius: Whatever nonsense James just texted you, ignore him. He’s 
very drunk. 


Nibbling at his chocolate croissant, Kit stared at his phone. How was 
this his life now? He spent so many years avoiding people. As soon as 
he saw his chance, he fucking flew off the grid. He’d treasured his old 
numbness, keeping him distant from people, because it was easier 
than feeling anything. 


Maybe this wasn’t so bad. Kit texted Darius back first. 


Kit: so you don’t want to tie me up anymore??? 
Darius: Okay, I guess he’s not THAT drunk. 


Kit shoved another piece of flaky croissant into his mouth and 
considered his next reply—until light blinked in the corner of his eye. 
Quick, like a camera flash. Kit whipped around, nearly falling out of 
his chair, and saw— 

Nothing. 

The other Ladybug Brews patrons sat around drinking and eating 
and studying and working just like normal. Outside the windows, the 
afternoon foot traffic flowed the same as ever. Quiet pop music filled 
the edges of the café, seeming far too loud as Kit’s heart drummed 
ahead of the beat. 

He had imagined the flash. 

Even if it was real, why would he assume it was directed towards 
him? 

Hunching in on himself, Kit examined his fellow café patrons 
again. Nearly all of them were tapping and swiping at various devices. 
That thirteen-year-old girl with braces could be recording Kit on her 
cell phone right now. That man with the sleeping toddler in a stroller 


could be flipping through photos he’d already taken of Kit. That 
woman heading towards the cafe bathroom could be making a quick 
exit now that Kit noticed her. 

Someone was watching him. Kit didn’t know who, and it didn’t 
make sense, but he couldn’t shake that bone-deep certainty. 

Paranoia laced every breath Kit took. He feared he would choke on 
it. He wanted to run and hide, but even that was dangerous. What if 
he left, and someone was waiting outside? At least here, the public 
setting gave him some protection. 

Fuck. Kit couldn’t think. 


James and the other assholes Kit kept meeting had really done a 
number on his composure. Fear was one of the emotions Kit had been 
trying to escape. 

This panic was really their fault. Maybe Kit should make it their 
problem. Before he could think better of it, he opened a group text 
with James and Darius. 


Kit: lol so this is probably nothing but. i feel like someone is 
watching me. 

Sexy: what’s wrong? 

Kit: i’m probably just being paranoid but. i saw a camera flash and 
idk if it was at me. 

Kit: it’s probably nothing 


Dots danced on the screen like James was typing, then stopped. 
Instead, a call buzzed in from Darius. 

“Hi,” Kit answered quietly. The businesswoman at the next table 
gave him a dirty look. 


“James is pulling up your location now,” Darius said. Footsteps 
and closing doors sounded from his end. “We’re picking you up.” 


“He’s at that weird ladybug place,” James said from a distance. 
“Are you at Ladybug Brews?” Darius asked. 


Kit had never been so grateful for James’s obsessive location 
tracking. Very quietly, so the frazzled businesswoman wouldn’t 
murder him, Kit answered, “Yeah.” 

Car keys jingled. “Perfect,” Darius said. “Don’t leave the café. We’ll 
be there in ten.” 

The quality of the sound changed, and James’s voice was louder 
now that Darius had him on speaker. “That whole mall uses my 
security systems.” Louder, and a little slurred. Kit had never heard 
James actually drunk before. It didn’t seem to slow him down. “I’m 
getting into the cameras now.” 


Just hearing their voices was reassuring enough that Kit’s paranoia 
ebbed. “I’m sure it’s nothing.” 

“I don’t care if it’s nothing,” James said. “Don’t move, okay, babe? 
I can see you now. Is that a chocolate croissant? Save some of it for 
me.” 

The car started, and Darius took over the phone. “Kit, ’m going to 
hang up so you can pay attention to your surroundings. Text or call if 
you see anything, but don’t worry. We’re ten minutes away, and 
James has eyes on you.” 

“Thank you,” Kit said quietly. 

When the call ended, his fear crashed back over him in full force. 
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This was all wrong. 


Kit wrapped the remaining half of his croissant in its paper bag and 
drank his mocha, mostly because holding the cup kept his hands from 
shaking. The mocha was gone too quickly, so he drank the latte 
Holden had left for James too. The caffeine and sugar probably 
weren’t helping, but his nerves were so fried already, they couldn’t 
hurt. 

Fuck. Kit didn’t even know what he was afraid of—and maybe that 
was the problem. One of Dad’s friends? The hit Darius told him about? 

Or it could be something related to Bishop’s work. Or James’s 
quest for vengeance. Maybe the wrong person had seen him with 
James. 

Moving in with James may have been the stupidest thing Kit had 
ever done. When Bishop let him go, he should have fled the state. 

Except before Kit met these men, he never had anyone to call for 
help. That was worth the risk—because knowing that James and 
Darius are on their way was the only thing keeping Kit sane. 

Eight minutes later, Darius texted that they were there—but not to 
move until James told him to. Kit had to sit, fingers drumming on his 
thigh because they were too loud on the tabletop, for three more 
minutes until James showed up. 

James looked more disheveled than he usually did on a Monday 
afternoon. Definitely more disheveled than he had when he dropped 
Kit off at the mall earlier that day. His glossy black hair was a mess, 
and his face was flushed with alcohol. 

But he still strolled into Ladybug Brews like he owned the place. 
He glanced briefly at Kit, who wanted to jump up into his arms—but 
Kit remembered Darius’s instructions. He sat obediently as James 
made a circuit of the café. 

First, he ordered something from Loretta. Then he detoured into 
the back, where the restrooms were. He grabbed his coffee on his 
return, and only then did he saunter to Kit’s table. 

“What’s a cutie like you doing in a tacky dive like this?” James 
asked, lifting Kit’s chin with gentle fingertips. It was sweet. 


Reassuring. However— 


The smell of James’s breath distracted Kit from everything else. 
“Why are you drunk? It’s like, one in the afternoon.” 


“I was bored,” James said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 

“Right. This is for you.” Kit shoved the croissant bag towards 
James as he stood up. 

James glanced around. “Hold it for me, will you? I want a hand 
free.” 

Kit shuddered, reminded suddenly of their date at the overpriced 
gourmet restaurant. It was the same rare sort of moment where James 
wasn’t focused entirely on Kit. Where he was paying attention to their 
surroundings because danger could be anywhere. 


Shoving the croissant bag into his sweatshirt pocket, Kit stuck to 
James’s side. James might be drunk, but he was steady and casual as 
they exited the café and headed towards the parking lot. He kept a 
light hand on Kit’s lower back, and that simple protective gesture held 
Kit together. 

A nondescript blue sedan idled at the curb. Kit expected to be 
pulled into the backseat with James—the guy liked to cuddle—but 
instead, James opened the front passenger door and gently pushed Kit 
inside. 

Darius sat in the driver’s seat, scanning the parking lot as Kit 
slumped in. He wore a faded green jacket despite the warm weather. 
“Everything all right?” 

“I don’t know,” Kit said. “I mean, yeah. I’m sorry for making you 
guys come out here.” 

“You didn’t make us do anything. Better safe than sorry, given...” 
Darius trailed off as James slid into the backseat. “You good back 
there, James?” 

Glued to his phone, James slid his coffee into a cup holder, then 
buckled his seatbelt one-handed. “I’m flipping through the CCTV 
footage. Ignore me and drive.” 


Something crinkled as Kit twisted around to look at him. “Do you 
want the croissant?” 

“Yes, please. I need to soak some of this up.” 

Kit tossed the bag to him, then faced forward again. 

“My place is closer,” Darius said, pulling away from the curb. 

James didn’t answer, engrossed with his phone screen. Kit curled 
up in his seat and bowed his head, and the tension suddenly unwound 
from his body. His lungs hurt, his breathing still too quick. His hands 
shook until he pinned them between his knees. Fuck. What was more 
alarming—someone maybe watching him, or how absolutely 


incapacitated Kit was by that possibility? 

Weak, pathetic, short-sighted idiot. 

“Hey,” Darius said quietly as he pulled out of the parking lot. “You 
did the right thing texting us.” 

His attention remained on the traffic around them, with barely a 
glance at Kit. But the deep certainty in his voice, the relaxed way he 
held the wheel, his sheer reassuring confidence made Kit relax too. 
Like Darius was some sort of meditation incense candle thing. 


If meditation incense candle things were tall, dark, and sexy as 
fuck. 


“Thanks.” Kit slouched in his seat, watching Darius and James in 
the rearview mirror in turn. 


Kit didn’t know much about architecture, but Darius’s place was 
probably expensive. The sleek, understated apartment building was 
located in the heart of San Corvo. Darius kept a protective hand on 
Kit’s shoulder as they ascended the elevator, while James remained 
glued to his phone screen. 


The apartment itself was comfortable. Tidy. Bare wood and 
charcoal grays and pops of rust and teal accents. Kit figured an 
interior designer had been involved at some point, but the place 
looked far more lived-in than James’s picture-perfect mansion. 

“I think the camera flash was a dad taking a picture of his toddler,’ 
James said. He had lost his red flush and softly slurred voice. 


Darius dropped his keys in an ornamental bowl by the door and 
drew a handgun from under his jacket. “Stay here,” he said, moving 
forward and disappearing down a hallway. 

Kit froze. “What the fuck?” 

“At least, I assume it’s the guy’s toddler,” James said. “Maybe he 
just found it somewhere?” 

“I meant the gun, not the toddler!” 

“Oh, Darius is sweeping for intruders. Don’t worry, he always does 
this.” Ignoring Darius’s instructions, James toed off his shoes and 
headed into the living room. 

Kit kicked off his own shoes, then followed. “Did you find anything 
on the cameras?” 

James flopped onto the plush gray couch. “Yeah, I found way too 
many people looking at you. You’re too fucking cute, you know that? 
This middle school girl is checking you out.” 

“She’s probably not stalking me.” 

“Can’t be too careful,” James muttered darkly, and reached out to 


? 


tug Kit’s wrist. “Come here, babe.” 
“All clear,” Darius called, as Kit landed half on top of James. 


Something about those words of reassurance and the sudden 
contact with James’s body triggered a wave of calm. It crashed over 
Kit as powerfully as his initial fear, and he curled up under James’s 
arm. That jittery paranoia became distant, muffled, like it belonged to 
someone else. Another person, a past life. There was a stillness inside 
Kit now, a different sort of quiet than the numb high he’d been 
chasing before he met James and the rest. 

Something like safety. 

James played with Kit’s sweatshirt sleeve. Images moved on his 
phone screen, but Kit couldn’t see them well. “I went back a bit 
more,” James said. “Who’s this guy you’re talking to in line? Do you 
know him?” 

“That’s Holden,” Kit said. “The SCU student I told you about. He 
left before the camera flash.” 


“I really think the flash was this dad. Based on the angle, you 
might be in the background of the photo, though, so Pl figure out 
who he is and look into him to be safe. And this Holden guy. And this 
middle schooler leering at you. But I don’t see anything else weird.” 


Kit sighed, still floating on his newfound exhausted calm. “So, I 
was just being paranoid. Sorry for calling you guys out there for 
nothing.” 

“You did the right thing,” Darius said, returning from the hallway. 
He’d shed his jacket, revealing the shoulder harness over his t-shirt. 
The gun wasn’t on him anymore, though—at least, not that Kit could 
see. Darius sat in the armchair angled to face the couch. “Especially 
given the circumstances.” 


“What circumstances?” James asked, swiping between camera 
feeds. 

Right. The hit. 

Which Kit specifically told Darius not to tell James about. 

Calm shattered, Kit tensed under James’s arm—and James was far 
too attuned to Kit’s every movement. His grip on his phone tightened, 
then he set it aside before turning on the couch. 

“What circumstances is he talking about, babe?” 

Resentment and guilt burned through Kit’s adrenaline crash. Lips 
tightening, he avoided James’s eyes. “Darius, we’re not talking about 
that.” 

Kit had been very clear—he didn’t want to tell James or Bishop 
about the contract on his life until he learned who it was from. He’d 
trusted Darius’s agreement to his terms. 


Darius sighed, and his tone was sympathetic but firm. “I agreed at 
the time, but given what happened today, James needs to know. 
Either you tell him, or I will.” 

“T don’t like the sound of this,” James said, tense at Kit’s side. 

Kit exhaled sharply and scooted away to the corner of the couch. 
He needed space. Drawing his feet up on the cushion, he wrapped his 
arms around his knees. His hands itched, anxious to claw into his arms 
beneath the baggy sweatshirt, but he restrained himself. Barely. 

Because Darius was right, damn him. 

“Fine. You tell him,” Kit said, without shame at taking the 
coward’s way out. Darius had offered, after all. 

Darius nodded. “James, I’m not going to waste my breath telling 
you to stay calm. Just try to listen, all right?” 

“T really don’t like the sound of this,” James said, jaw tight. 

“Pm handling this, and everything is fine,” Darius started, which 
Kit thought was a good move. Way less unhinged than the way he had 
broken the news to Kit. “Someone put out a hit on Kit.” 

James froze—and for just a moment, what crossed his face wasn’t 
anger, but pure scared hurt. So sharp it cut into Kit’s soul. Regret 
chilled his veins. Kit had never imagined James would be so upset. 

Then James’s anger won out, and he launched to his feet. “What 
the fuck? Who is it? Who took the contract?” 

“Tm still figuring out who’s behind it,” Darius said. “And of course, 
I took it. I’m drawing out the negotiations to get more information.” 

James glared at both of them, then swung around to Darius. 
“When exactly did you accept a contract on my boyfriend?” 

“About two weeks ago. I told Kit about it, and he asked me not to 
tell anyone else until we learned more.” 

James whirled around on Kit. “Why the fuck would you do that? 
Did you suspect me?” 

“No,” Kit protested, horrified that James would even think that. 
His nails dug into his palms. 

James shook his head and turned back to Darius. While he’d 
restrained himself talking to Kit, his voice rose now. “Why the fuck 
would you agree to that? This is the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever 
heard.” 

Darius stood, his hands spread in a non-threatening pose. “Lower 
your voice, James.” 


“Being quiet won’t make me less fucking pissed off.” 


Part of Kit wanted to jump up too. Grab James’s hand and diffuse 
the situation. But Kit succumbed to the greater part of him, which 


read James’s hurt anger as a threat. 

“I can explain,” Kit said quietly, curling tighter into the corner of 
the couch. But even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true. All this, and 
he still didn’t want to explain. 

“Go for it,” James snapped. “I can’t fucking wait to hear this.” 


Fuck. This was all wrong. Even if Kit wanted to answer, he 
couldn’t. His entire chest hurt too much. 


“James,” Darius said quietly. “Leave the room for a minute.” 
“I’m not going anywhere,” James spat. 


Darius stared him down. “Leave the room. Get yourself together. 
I'll take care of Kit.” 


James closed his eyes. His shoulders slumped, and when he opened 
his eyes again, the fire had gone from them. He reached out towards 
Kit, then grimaced and dropped his hand. Without another word, he 
retreated further into Darius’s apartment. A door shut firmly down the 
hall. 


Kit slumped against the couch, caught between so many emotions, 
he couldn’t feel any of them properly. His eyes stung but stayed dry. “I 
fucked this up, didn’t I?” 

Darius sat on the coffee table in front of him. He filled the space as 
solidly as ever, a physical wall between Kit and the rest of the world. 
“Even if you did, it’s okay to fuck up sometimes,” Darius said, with the 
same reassuring firmness with which he’d told James to leave the 
room. “I think you’re good for James.” 

Kit blinked out of his agonizing self-pity. “What do you mean?” 

“You wouldn’t see it, because you obviously didn’t know James 
before he met you.” Darius grinned. “He’s always been driven. Too 
driven.” 

“With searching for his family’s killers?” Kit asked. 

“With everything.” Darius’s grin dropped. “He’s emotional enough 
that I don’t work hands-on with him. ’ll take jobs for him, or loop 
him in to help with intel, but I don’t trust him at my side in the field. 
But there’s been something different about him since he met you.” 
Darius lifted his hands. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s driven about you 
too. But I’ve never heard him talk so normally about someone before.” 

Kit laughed loudly enough to startle himself. He uncurled, legs 
swinging over the edge of the couch. “I met James at a crime scene. 
Then he took me on a murder date. Then I blew him in his limo and 
asked to move in with him. He’s tracking my phone—this is after he 
read all my text messages. What the fuck is normal about that?” 

“Normal is relative,” Darius admitted, adjusting the empty harness 
around his shoulder. “James has never seriously dated anyone before. 


He’s gone on a few dates. He’s definitely slept around. But the closest 
thing he’s ever had to a relationship is probably me, and maybe 
Bishop. His need for revenge is such a huge part of who he is, and he 
can’t share that with most people.” 

Fuck. Kit had been so caught up with how new and crazy and scary 
this was for him. He’d never even thought that James might be in over 
his head too. 

James shared some of his darkest moments with Kit, without Kit 
sharing the same. Except—maybe James hadn’t shared that much after 
all. Kit knew the facts, but there was more to tragedy and revenge 
than facts. James had given Kit more than he gave most people, but 
not everything. Until today, Kit hadn’t seen any cracks in his confident 
mask. 

“He’s gone fucking domestic over you,” Darius continued. “I can’t 
tell if it’s adorable or disgusting. He told me he made you breakfast in 
bed the other day.” 

“Because he kept me up until four in the morning trying to sixty- 
nine,” Kit said absently. “It doesn’t work. He’s too tall.” 

“James didn’t tell me that part.” 

“Oops.” Kit twisted his fingers in his sweatshirt sleeves. “What else 
has he told you about me?” 

“He told me how good you smell in his shampoo.” Darius rubbed 
his stubbled scalp, grimacing. “And how cute he thinks your toes are.” 

Kit stared. “You’re right. I can’t tell if that’s adorable or disgusting 
either.” 

“He fucking called me to tell me that. I hung up on him.” Darius 
leaned forward and squeezed Kit’s shoulder, his grip firm and warm 
and reassuring, but gone the next moment. “James is fine. He just 
needs a minute to cool off. Are you all right?” 
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Blunt fingers traced Kit’s jugular. 


“Tm fine,” Kit answered, which probably wasn’t the truth. He was still 
freaked out over—over nothing. The flash of light had been nothing, 
probably. So, he was freaked out over freaking out, and over telling 
James about the hit, and over the gut-wrenching look of betrayal in 
James’s face. 

But he was better now. That was good enough. 

Darius didn’t press him. “I know you’re keeping secrets, and that’s 
all right. All of us have secrets. If you’re wondering whether or not 
you should say something, it’s okay to wait. You can’t un-say shit once 
it’s been said.” 

Maybe it was cowardly of him, but Kit was glad he was talking to 
Darius right now. Not Bishop—who wouldn’t let Kit keep evading. 
Nobody needed to know why Kit hated photographs. 

“T’ve been in some situations that make me a little jumpy 
sometimes,” Kit said eventually. “That’s why I freaked out today. They 
aren’t relevant to this contract, though. I’m sure of that.” 


Darius just nodded. “Okay. Tell me if anything changes. I’m still 
negotiating with the contact about the hit. They’re not in a rush, and 
they’re being cagey about proof of completion options. So, it’s still 
serious, but not urgent.” Darius squeezed Kit’s shoulder, broad hand 
rubbing some of Kit’s tension away. “But until we get this sorted, you 
shouldn’t go out alone.” 

Every nerve in Kit’s shoulder tingled with Darius’s touch. “Yeah. 
I'll talk to James about it.” 


“I want to loop Bishop in too.” 

Kit instinctively resisted the idea, but today was clearly proof he 
wasn’t thinking rationally. Darius was the professional here. Kit 
should probably listen. “If you think that’s best.” 

“I do.” Darius’s dark eyes glittered with his smile. “Have you ever 
taken self-defense classes?” 

Kit shook his head. 


“Then James or I will teach you some moves. Have you ever fired a 


gun?” 

“I don’t want a gun. Maybe a knife?” Moving onto practical 
suggestions settled Kit’s nerves—almost as much as Darius’s hand still 
on his shoulder. After the rush of paranoia and adrenaline and anger 
and guilt, all Kit had left was an emptiness. A need. “You should 
probably teach me self-defense. Not James. He’ll get distracted.” 

Darius’s jaw tensed, but his hand remained gentle on Kit’s 
shoulder. Then his throat. Blunt fingers traced Kit’s jugular. 
Everywhere they touched grew hot. 


“How do you know I won’t get distracted too?” Darius asked softly. 

Kit’s breath hitched. “I don’t know,” he said, entranced by the dark 
depths in Darius’s eyes. “You look pretty focused to me.” 

Darius’s callused palm flattened against Kit’s cheek, and there was 
a long, blank moment. Everything else fell away. Without fear or 
secrets, Kit simply existed. 


Exhaling raggedly, Darius almost pulled away—but Kit seized his 
hand to hold him in place. He wasn’t ready to give up this moment. 

This close, a faint scar was visible along Darius’s jaw, the slightest 
indentation in his rich brown skin. Stubble shadowed his cheeks, and 
the pink of his lips begged for a kiss. The man was made of 
contradiction—no, not contradiction. Balance. Rugged yet soft. Brutal 
yet quiet. The disparate pieces of him existed in deadly harmony, and 
Kit wanted a taste of that stability. 

Darius chuckled. “You’re trouble, boy.” 

“Ts that a bad thing?” Kit asked. 


Darius just sighed, leaned in, and kissed him. Like it was the most 
natural thing in the world. 

Where James’s kisses were thrilling, exhilarating, Darius kissed Kit 
to satisfaction. Comfort. It was thrilling in a different way, and Kit’s 
heart sang with a sense of safety. Kit didn’t have to be anything more 
or less than he was in this moment, as Darius took control. 


He held Kit in place and nudged his lips open. The kiss was 
shallow at first, but all the more intense for the anticipation. His lips 
tasted just as good as Kit had imagined. Kit would have whimpered if 
Darius’s tongue didn’t muffle any sound he could make. 

Kit’s hands wandered over their own volition, exploring the firm 
muscles of Darius’s arms and shoulders through his clothes. Draping 
his arms around Darius’s neck felt right. All tension fled Kit’s body. He 
kissed back as well as he could, following Darius’s lead. 

He wasn’t being unfaithful to James, because this was too 
different. The same intensity, the same heat, but satisfying a different 
bone-deep need. 


When Darius finally pulled away and pressed their foreheads 
together, Kit closed his eyes. Breathing heavily, he savored the 
moment of peace. 

“Thank you,” Kit murmured. “I needed that.” 

“I know you did.” Darius kissed his forehead and pulled away. The 
tenderness of his touch lingered even as they separated. 

Kit rubbed his head, feeling better now. He could think more 
clearly at least. Kissing Darius had helped him figure out what he 
needed to do about James—who was still somewhere else in Darius’s 
apartment. Alone. Without anyone to help him like Darius had helped 
stabilize Kit. 

“T should talk to James.” Kit chewed his lip. “I know he said he 
needs space, but I think he’s wrong about that.” 

Darius cocked his head. “Maybe you know him better than I do 
already. Do you want me to go with you?” 

Kit took a deep breath and stood up. “Yeah. Please.” 

Darius’s bedroom had the same designed but comfortable 
atmosphere as his living room. It was neater than James’s bedroom. 
Neater than any bedroom Kit had ever lived in, actually. There was a 
clothes hamper next to the dresser that, by all appearances, Darius 
actually used. 

A glass-doored balcony took up one of the walls. The door was 
open, and blackout curtains fluttered in the breeze. Beyond them 
stood James, his elbows on the railing, his face tipped up to the sky. 
He’d achieved some level of calm already. 

Too bad. Kit intended to shatter that. 

Slipping onto the balcony, Kit mirrored James’s position. Elbows 
on the railing, just a few inches away from each other. The city was 
busy far below, but the clouds moved slowly above. 

“So,” Kit said quietly. “Why were you drinking today?” 


Damn it. James had hoped Kit had forgotten he’d been drinking—or 
that he had believed James’s half-assed excuse. Other flimsy excuses 
crumbled on his lips, and he swallowed them back down. 

James was angry at Kit for hiding something. He wasn’t stupid 
enough to miss his own hypocrisy. 

Cold air ruffled through their hair. Darius was probably in the 
bedroom behind them, because for all Darius claimed he didn’t want 
to get involved in James’s business, he was as nosy as Bishop 
sometimes. But out on the balcony, high above the streets flowing 
with people and cars and lights, San Corvo’s glittering blood pumping 


through its veins— 

James and Kit were the only people in the world. 

Kit regarded him with a serious calm. His bright green eyes were 
as mesmerizing as ever. Even when James turned away to look at the 
city again, the pressure of Kit’s gaze remained heavy. 

James wished he wasn’t sober now. “Today would have been 
Crystal’s thirty-second birthday.” 

“Your sister,” Kit said softly, after a moment. Of course it took him 
a moment to remember, because James never talked about them all. 

“Yeah. My older sister.” James rubbed his hand over his face. “I 
always think of her as being older than me, you know? She seemed so 
mature. She knew everything. But I’m older now than she’s ever going 
to be.” 

Even Kit, who seemed so young, was older than Crystal or Iris 
would ever be. 

There was nothing young about Kit when James turned now. Just 
sorrow, and something foolish and desperate like affection. That same 
steady calm anchored them together, and James wanted to talk, for 
once. He wanted to expose his weaknesses to Kit—because maybe 
these weren’t weaknesses after all. 

“She would have been an adult with a job and maybe a family. Or 
she would have crashed and burned out of art school, and she’d still 
be mooching off Mom’s money.” James gripped the railing, his 
knuckles whitening. “She could have been a fucked-up junkie and 
that’s fucking fine. She deserved the chance to win or lose, fly or fall. 
To live.” 

“Was she an artist?” Kit asked. 

“That was all she ever wanted to do. Mom always said she would 
end up a spinster with seven cats. I think Crystal saw that as a goal, 
not a threat.” 

Kit moved closer. Just enough that their hands barely touched on 
the railing. “I’m sorry.” 

“The anniversary of their deaths is easier,” James admitted. “I can 
deal with being angry. Their birthdays are the days that fuck me up.” 
Warmth kissed James’s hand. Kit’s palm slid over his skin, and 
their fingers entwined. James hadn’t realized how cold he was until 

Kit’s heat seeped into him. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Kit asked, head bowed as he played 
with James’s fingers. “I can help you day-drink way better than 
Darius.” 

“Maybe that’s why. I like you more than I like Darius, and I didn’t 
want to ruin your day.” James laughed, knowing it was a defense 


mechanism. “I didn’t want you to see me weak and sad.” 

Kit tilted his head against James’s shoulder. “Go ahead next time. 
It’ll be a nice change from me ruining my own day.” 

James closed his eyes, tightened his grip on the railing, then 
relaxed. He needed this comfort more than he realized—but he didn’t 
deserve it. Not after losing his temper in Darius’s living room. 

He didn’t deserve it, but he was never strong enough to refuse 
what Kit offered. 

“Thank you.” James brushed the hair from Kit’s forehead. 
Pointless. The wind just blew it back into his eyes, and Kit wrinkled 
his nose. “I’m sorry I yelled at you in there.” 

Kit frowned. “You didn’t really yell.” 


Yeah, no. James didn’t intend to make excuses for his behavior, 
and he certainly didn’t want Kit doing that work for him. Whatever 
shit Kit was used to putting up with, that wasn’t how James handled 
relationships. 

Not that James had had many. “Doesn’t matter. If I ever raise my 
voice in anger at you again, I want you to walk out on me.” 

“We're allowed to argue.” Kit sighed when James narrowed his 
eyes. “Don’t like, suppress your emotions or whatever. Even I know 
that’s unhealthy. Trust me, Pll walk out if I need to.” Kit’s lips pursed, 
like he was suppressing a smile. “Unless you’re actively kidnapping 
me at the time, I guess.” 

James laughed, the last of his tension melting away. “You kidnap a 
guy one time, and he holds it against you forever.” 

Kit’s grin broke free. “I’m petty like that.” 

Fuck, seeing Kit smiling was a relief. Knowing James hadn’t ruined 
this already. Though he still might, if he wasn’t careful. Kit was so 
touchy about labels. “Not that we’re dating or anything,” James said. 


He expected Kit to laugh and lean into him. Scold him with sharp 
words or kiss him with soft lips, so they could return to equilibrium. 

Instead, Kit shook his head, fierce light in his eyes. “No. That’s 
what I need to apologize for.” 

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” 

“I didn’t do anything right either.” Kit dragged James down by the 
neck, not to kiss, but to stare directly into his eyes. “We’re dating,” he 
said sternly. “We’re together, we’re boyfriends, whatever you want to 
fucking call it. ’'ve called you my boyfriend in front of Darius and 
Holden and basically everyone except for you.” 

James didn’t realize he had grabbed Kit by the waist—up under his 
sweatshirt, only the thin fabric of Kit’s shirt between them—until Kit 
shuddered in his grasp. 


“Tm just afraid to admit I’m attached to you.” Kit lowered his eyes. 
“Caring about people is scary.” 

James touched Kit’s lips, then his throat. He loved the clear size 
difference between them, and the way Kit just barely pushed his 
throat harder against James’s hand. The sort of surrender that 
conquered them both. A faded bite mark hid under the shadow of Kit’s 
collar. James wanted to darken it again. 

“That’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me,” 
James said at last. 

“Your standards are low.” 

“My standards are proportionately sized,” James said with a wink. 
“Boyfriend. What changed?” 

Kit understood. “I expected you to be mad. I didn’t expect you to 
be scared. It made me realize how stupid trying to hide the hit from 
you was. I didn’t want you involved, but if we’re together, you’re 
already involved.” 

“Super involved.” James kissed his forehead. “I’m going to want a 
lot of details.” 

Kit nodded. “Also, I kissed Darius, and that clarified some things.” 
He froze, suddenly nervous. “Um, if that’s okay?” 

James licked his lip, too fascinated by Kit’s sudden hesitation to 
think of little things like jealousy. “What do you mean, if that’s okay? 
If it’s not okay, did you not actually kiss him?” 

Kit poked him in the chest. “Asshole.” 

James always had a thing for sharing, but he still expected some 
pang of jealousy at the confession. He liked sharing random hookups 
—but Kit was different. Yet all he felt now was interest. 

Interest, and regret he hadn’t been there to watch. 

It was hard to feel like anyone was stealing Kit when Kit threw 
himself emotionally at James like he never had before. When he was 
right here, belonging to James more than ever. 

“That’s very okay,” James said, and Kit relaxed in his arms. “What 
exactly did kissing Darius clarify?” 

“Um, that I like him. A lot.” Kit’s ears started turning pink under 
his windblown hair. “And that I must be a greedy slut, because I really 
like you too. And that I’m tired of pretending I don’t care about 
anything.” 

James groaned and dove into a breathless kiss. Kit’s mouth still 
tasted like those sugary lattes, and James wanted to drink him down 
completely. It was easy when Kit whimpered and melted against him. 

He had to hold Kit down by the hair to break away, panting 
against Kit’s wet lips. Kit squirmed, clearly, deliciously hard in his 


skinny jeans. 

“Pm glad you figured that out,” James said, ragged. “Because I 
want you whether or not you’re pretending not to care. Whether or 
not you like Darius. And whether or not you’re a greedy little slut.” 
Kit shivered at his words, and James savored the look of him, already 
a mess with his sweatshirt slipping from his shoulder. Then he leaned 
down to growl into Kit’s ear. “Can I fuck you now, babe?” 
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“Ts it weird to fuck in his bed?” 


Kit’s every nerve sizzled at the thought. “Yeah, you can fuck me. But 
not on the balcony.” 

The next second, Kit’s feet flew from the ground. Everything 
lurched—but even in his surprise, Kit instinctively clutched James’s 
shoulders. His legs hooked naturally over James’s hips. James held 
him up with just one arm under his ass, and the casual strength sent 
heat pooling low in Kit’s belly. His cock was already half-hard against 
James’s stomach. 

Kit’s mouth was higher than James’s at this angle. He kissed the 
smile from James’s lips as they moved inside. James cupped the back 
of Kit’s head to cushion his skull as he slammed Kit against the wall, 
kissing him even harder. 

Surrounded, held down, trapped and free at the same time. Kit 
couldn’t touch the floor, and he barely felt the solid wall behind him. 
All he felt was James holding him up. 

Nipping at his lip, James massaged Kit’s ass through his skinny 
jeans. Kit moaned—and remembered something important. 

Tearing his mouth away, Kit called out, “Darius?” 

James blinked, then glared. “James. My name is James. You can 
hook up with Darius, but you can’t mix us up.” 

Kit kicked his heel into James’s ass ineffectually. “No, he was 
just...” Peering over James’s shoulder revealed an empty bedroom. “I 
thought he was in here.” 

“Hey, Darius!” James turned to yell. “Did you want to watch?” 

Silence. 

James peeled away from the wall, still easily carrying Kit. Which 
meant Kit couldn’t see what made James laugh at first. “Nope, Darius 
bailed, but he’s giving us his blessing.” 

“What do you mean?” Kit asked. 

James threw him down on Darius’s bed. Kit bounced on the 
mattress and landed right next to a plastic bottle and foil wrappers. 

“He set out the lube and condoms,” James said, crawling over Kit 


with a wicked grin. 


“That’s very considerate of him,” Kit said breathlessly. Part of him 
kind of wished Darius had stuck around. To watch, like James said— 
or more than watch. But this thing with Darius was still new, and Kit 
needed this moment of connection just with James. 

“Is it weird to fuck in his bed?” Kit gasped as James yanked him up 
to drag his sweatshirt away. 

“I don’t care if it’s weird.” James made quick work of Kit’s 
clothing. As he tossed each item away, he nipped and kissed Kit’s 
exposed, ticklish skin. “But we can fuck on his floor, or in his chair, or 
against his wall if you prefer.” 

“His bed—ah—is fine.” 

James touched Kit’s lips, utterly focused. His fingertips stayed 
gentle as he bit a steady, deliberate bruise into Kit’s neck. The spot 
was so sensitive, there was probably already a mark there. Every 
touch felt right. So sharp and good, Kit couldn’t concentrate hard 
enough to overthink it. He just moved willingly as James flipped him 
onto his stomach. 


“I want to fuck you like this,” James rasped. He stroked both hands 
up Kit’s ribs, along his arms, closed around Kit’s wrists. Pinned them 
on either side of Kit’s head. “I want you bent over and crying for me, 
how does that sound?” 

Kit’s breath quickened, damp against the bedspread. Everything 
was overwhelming, James and Darius’s scents mingling around him. 
The friction against his aching cock. 

“Yeah,” Kit said, just in case James was waiting for some sort of 
response from his lust-addled mind. 

“Perfect,” James purred, and let go of Kit’s wrists to yank his hips 
into the air. 

The position, on his knees with his face in the bedding, left Kit 
utterly helpless and exposed. Kit tensed, instinctively nervous, but he 
didn’t have any time to doubt. A plastic lid popped before cool, wet 
fingers slipped between his cheeks. 

“You have the cutest little ass.” James stroked the lube up and 
down Kit’s crack, avoiding his hole, teasing. “I can’t wait to make it 
mine.” 


Blunt fingertips massaged in circles, closing in on his rim. Kit 
moaned, pushing back into the touch as much as he could in this 
position—but James reached down to hold him down by the hair. His 
grip was gentle but firm, and Kit sank gratefully into the control. 

James was in charge. That was exactly what they both wanted. 
Which was a good thing, because James’s fingers were fucking magic, 


and Kit was already too much of a mess to do more than tremble and 
leak precum onto Darius’s bedspread. 


Fuck. If James didn’t hurry up, he was going to get his wish about 
Kit crying. 

As if on cue, James slid one finger through Kit’s slick hole. Kit’s 
breath hitched, and he couldn’t help tensing again. This was hardly 
the first time James had fingered him, but anticipation still somehow 
made it feel like more. For one wild moment, he worried James might 
stop. 

He shouldn’t have worried. 


“Are you nervous, pretty boy?” James said, as breathless as Kit. 
“Its okay to be nervous. I know I have a massive dick.” 


“Shut the fuck—” 


James shoved in two fingers and curved exactly into Kit’s prostate. 
All Kit could do was whimper through the sparks of pleasure. The 
bedspread was rough and damp under his cheek, and he clenched the 
sheets. James’s hiked-down jeans scraped the backs of his thighs as 
James’s fingers made themselves at home in his ass. 


Kit moaned. He was so hard he could feel his heartbeat in his cock, 
pulsing with every brutal thrust into his prostate. All his nervousness 
vanished in a cascade of need. 


Would this feel so good if Kit hadn’t already felt so much today? 
Delighted surprise at seeing Holden. Terror at the probably-nothing 
camera flash. Hurt from James, comfort from Darius, and now this 
undeniable connection. 


Kit hadn’t expected sex to mean much. He was never saving 
himself for the right moment. Not on purpose. He didn’t even consider 
himself a virgin, considering how much else he had done. 

But today was either the right moment or the edge of a fucking 
cliff. 

His next whimper was almost a sob. He was so fucking close. Only 
when James withdrew his fingers did Kit remember James hadn’t even 
fucked him yet. 

The tear of the condom wrapper was loud, jerking Kit’s thoughts 
back online. 

“Do we need that?” Kit asked. “You said you were clean.” 

Chuckling, James rubbed his thumb over Kit’s slick, sensitive hole. 
“Don’t just trust a guy when he says he’s clean. There are some bad, 
bad men out there. But I’m really using this because if I don’t, Pll 
come the second I slide into your perfect little ass.” 

Blunt pressure on Kit’s hole punctuated James’s statement, 
distracting Kit from any possible response. He tensed despite his own 


need, his entire body thrumming with desire. 

James kissed his back, then settled between Kit’s legs and pushed 
in. 

Kit was ready, but he still choked on a moan, overwhelmed as 
James shoved him open inch by unrelenting inch. Too slow and too 
fast at once, the penetration seemed to last forever. Except James’s 
hips pressed against Kit’s bare ass. He was fully seated inside Kit, 
motionless, but that didn’t help Kit adjust. Like James was still 
shoving deeper, reshaping Kit around the heat of his cock. Kit’s skin 
was too tight, buzzing with need and pleasure. 

James braced one hand on the mattress, the other firm on Kit’s hip. 
“You’re so much better than I imagined. How does it feel, babe?” 

“Stop fishing for compliments, you asshole,” Kit panted. “Yes, we 
all know your cock is big.” 

James’s laughter shook through them both, an intimate rumble 
that made Kit whimper. “Fuck, I love you,” James said— 


They both froze. 
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“Youre not running away from me.” 


Kit couldn’t breathe. No. No. Absolutely the fuck not. Calling James 
his boyfriend was bad enough. Admitting he cared nearly killed him. 
Kit refused to entertain an absurd, terrifying notion like love. 

Not right now, when his soul was still raw, when even through his 
panic, he was practically vibrating with need for James’s cock. Fuck, 
Kit needed James to move. 

Love. James didn’t mean that. It was a slip of the tongue. It was 
impossible, and if Kit could just think through his hypersensitive, 
vulnerable state, he would remember that. 

“Sorry,” James said, not sounding sorry at all. “Didn’t mean to 
freak you out.” 

Kit managed a ragged laugh. Talking was strange like this, his face 
buried in Darius’s bedding and his ass clenched around James’s cock. 
“You always say stupid shit in bed. I’m used to ignoring you.” 


James sighed and folded over him, the movement jostling his cock 
even deeper inside Kit. The new pressure punched the breath from 
Kit’s lungs as James murmured near his ear. “You know what? I’m not 
worried.” James cupped the back of Kit’s head, petting through his 
loose hair. Holding him down. Confidence heated through James’s 
voice as he continued. “You’re hot enough to drive me crazy. But this 
isn’t just nonsense dirty talk.” James punctuated his words with a roll 
of his hips, driving against Kit’s sensitive insides. “You’ve been 
pushing me away this whole time, right, babe?” 

“Fuck off,” Kit gasped. 


James shoved back up and began moving. Slow, deep thrusts. 
Steady, dizzying control. “You’re running from something. But you’re 
not running away from me. I don’t give a fuck what you want to call 
us.” Firm fingers dug into Kit’s hips as James found the perfect angle 
to slide past Kit’s prostate. “But yeah. I fucking love you. Even if 
you're going to be a brat about it.” 

Pleasure caught Kit’s veins like a candle wick. 


“You don’t even know me.” Kit’s eyes stung. Whether from the 
force shoving him open or the words searing his heart, he didn’t 


know. 


“Yeah, I do.” James slowed, then stopped inside Kit. Ran a hand 
down Kit’s heaving chest, his stomach. “I don’t know your past, but I 
have you right here. Right now. Fuck, I’m the last person to talk about 
letting go of shit, but right now? This is you. You’re fucking gorgeous, 
and yow’re going to come crying on my cock.” 

Kit’s mind melted away, even before James’s hand closed around 
his cock. He hissed, eyes widening in shocked pleasure, at the slick 
friction. James’s hand was so hot against his sensitive skin, already a 
wet mess with his own precum. Kit moved on instinct, trying to rut 
into the electric grip, which just had him grinding back on James’s 
cock. Sensation ricocheted inside and out. 

Protest welled inside Kit—not against James. Against himself. Why 
shouldn’t James be right? Why shouldn’t Kit get to have this? A 
moment where nothing else mattered. No hiding, no running. A 
moment to be nothing more and nothing less than Kit, getting his 
brains fucked out by a murderous billionaire stupid enough to fall in 
love with him. 

“You listening, babe?” James panted into Kit’s ear. His hand 
tightened around Kit’s cock, twisting on every upstroke. “I love you. 
None of your little games can change that.” 


“Whatever,” Kit managed between gasps—the closest to surrender 
he could give James now. 


Maybe James really did know him well enough. Because James 
laughed, delighted by the grudging permission. “That’s my little brat,” 
he said fondly, as he wrenched an all-consuming, toe-curling orgasm 
from Kit’s quivering body. 

Kit arched up against James, parts of him going numb, then 
incandescent in pleasure. His vision blurred. He was too strung-out 
with bliss to feel whether he really was crying. 


Then James planted a cum-slick palm on his back and sat up 
behind him. James hadn’t come yet. He was still rock-hard inside Kit’s 
trembling body. 

“How was that, beautiful?” James asked, and fuck, that smug 
arrogance shouldn’t be so hot. “My turn now.” 

Any response of Kit’s was lost as James began moving again. Every 
thrust into Kit’s oversensitive nerves was a pleasure so sharp it nearly 
hurt. It had only been seconds, but Kit’s cock tried to respond to the 
stimulation. He couldn’t, and instead, sensation rolled again and again 
as if James was fucking into his very soul. Relentless. Transcendent. 

Like love, a word that bit like cold metal around Kit’s wrists. 


Whatever James said, it was nonsense. Exaggerated pillow talk. 


But as James ground to a finish inside him, then dragged him 
sideways to collapse onto the mattress, Kit let himself pretend that 
love wasn’t the most dangerous feeling in the world. 


“Hey,” Kit said eventually. “Should we like... change the sheets 
before Darius gets back?” 

James chuckled into his hair. His arms were heavy and solid. “No 
way. We’re cuddling for five minutes before I abduct you back to my 
house for another round. Darius can do the laundry—and explain his 
little assassination contract to Bishop.” 


“Wow,” Kit mumbled. “You’re the worst houseguest ever.” 
James just laughed again and held him closer. 


Kit expected more of an interrogation when he slid into the passenger 
seat of Bishop’s car. Either about Darius’s assassination contract or 
Kit’s coffee shop freakout or everything, anything about James. 

He didn’t have any hickeys right now. None visible, at least. But 
Kit still felt like James’s touch was painted in neon all over his skin. 
James had stayed in the house today, stuck on a conference call as he 
worked from home, but Kit would bet five dollars he was watching 
them leave through the outdoor cameras. 


Creepy or comforting? Both, because Kit had no sense of judgment. 

But Bishop just glanced at him, and asked, “Do you know how to 
drive?” 

Kit curled one leg on the seat as Bishop pulled out of James’s 
driveway. “No, I just freeload. Tell James to pay my share of the gas.” 

Bishop half-grinned at that. He was dressed up nicer than Kit had 
ever seen him. A blue button-up shirt under an only-slightly-rumpled 
blazer. The blue brought out his eyes, and when Kit inhaled, he 
smelled the sweet spice of Bishop’s aftershave. 

The change was disconcerting. Like a wolf in casual-nice sheep’s 
clothing. Kit couldn’t help thinking this was like getting picked up for 
a date. Except he had been picked up from his boyfriend’s house. And 
the man picking him up was the guy who rejected him. 

Not that Kit was bitter about that. 

“Make him pay for driving lessons instead.” Bishop accelerated 
onto the main road. “Public transit is shit around here, and you don’t 
want to be stuck in an emergency.” 

Kit tilted his head back against the headrest, considering. He 
wasn’t sure about being in a car alone with a stranger right now. What 
if his driving instructor was a—Kit glanced at Bishop. Okay, what if 
his driving instructor was a worse, less reasonable murderer than Kit 


was getting used to? 

“Maybe James could teach me himself,” Kit said. 

“Wouldn’t recommend that.” Bishop grimaced. “He’s not a bad 
driver. He’s just not a good example.” 

“Who should teach me instead?” Kit asked. 

The car fell silent, and no matter how shallowly Kit breathed, all 
he could taste was Bishop’s presence. There was a shift of tension 
between them—like now that Bishop wasn’t pushing for answers, Kit 
was compelled to push in turn. 

“Let’s figure that out later.” Bishop pointed at the briefcase near 
Kit’s feet. “Pull that up, and let’s go over the plan for today.” 

Unsure whether he’d won that conversation or not—unsure why he 
was thinking of the conversation in terms of winning and losing—Kit 
did as Bishop said. 

Bishop was right. They were heading to the candlelight vigil for 
Marco Fernandez, and Kit needed a plan to quell the butterflies in his 
stomach. 

Kit had suggested that Bishop drop him off a few blocks away, so it 
wouldn’t be obvious they arrived together. Bishop flatly refused, 
saying it wasn’t that important to be stealthy. Kit hadn’t been part of 
the conversation, but Bishop, James, and Darius had clearly all agreed 
to keep constant eyes on him. 

Sweet. Stalkerish, but sweet. 

So, instead of separating blocks away, Bishop pulled up at the far 
end of the campus visitors’ parking lot and said, “Here, take this.” 

Their hands didn’t touch, but missed anticipation still shivered 
through the air as Bishop dropped something into Kit’s palm. The 
steel-rimmed black coin was heavier than it looked. Kit turned it over. 
“What is this?” 

“Keep it in your pocket.” Bishop glanced at him. “It’s a tracking 
device.” 

Kit should have seen that coming, given his life recently. “James is 
already tracking my phone.” 

Bishop shrugged. “He wouldn’t let me access his app. This way, I 
can find you even if you drop your phone.” 

Kit feigned a gasp, pressing his hand to his chest. “You monster! If 
I’m separated from my phone again, save the phone first.” 

Bishop rolled his eyes. “Get out and behave.” 

“We'll see.” But Kit obediently shoved the tracker into his jeans 
pocket, then took off towards the center of campus. 


The weather was uncharacteristically gray, and Kit was grateful for 


the new jacket James had bought him. Kind of like a peacoat, but with 
an unhinged number of decorative buckles. It was probably the most 
expensive article of clothing Kit had ever worn, but it looked like it 
came from a trashy emo store, which was what Kit liked about it. Very 
considerate of James to take Kit’s lack of taste into account. 

The tracking coin weighed heavily against his thigh. Yet another 
tether to this strange, violent group of men. Sure, Kit could throw the 
coin away at any time. But he didn’t want to, and that psychological 
connection weighed heaviest of all. 

Scarily reassuring. Just like the knowledge that Bishop was 
somewhere behind him, following and watching. 

Kit hadn’t spent much time on college campuses before. San Corvo 
University looked close enough to what he knew from television and 
movies—a sudden yawning of open space after the crowded city 
center. The tall buildings hailed from varying architectural legacies. 
Banners everywhere portrayed clean-cut, smiling students with quotes 
about how excited they were to change the world. 

Finding the vigil was easy. Signs pointed Kit towards an array of 
tents set up on the grassy quad. He joined the flow of people heading 
in that direction, unsure whether there were more or fewer attendees 
than he expected. Hundreds, probably, but spread out on the lawn, 
they didn’t seem that numerous. 

The candlelight part wouldn’t happen until sundown. For now, 
people were still setting up speakers and microphones under one of 
the tents, and student government volunteers were setting out 
hundreds of electric candles at other tables. 


Kit skimmed around the edge of the crowd, watching from afar as 
Bishop joined a group under one of the tents. Timothy’s parents, the 
ones who hired Bishop, came out to support Marco’s family. Kit met 
Bishop’s eyes, then began his mission: talk to any lonely student he 
could find. 

Target number one was a young Asian woman with a pixie cut, 
fiddling with the charms on her phone. She stood at the edge of the 
crowd, looking lost enough that Kit was able to push past his nerves to 
stop next to her. 

“Hey,” Kit said, just as awkwardly as he feared. He gestured to the 
big photo board of Marco in his lacrosse jersey. “Did you know him?” 

Her face crumpled briefly. “He was in my astronomy class. I still 
can’t believe it.” 


It was that easy, just like Bishop said. 


When Kit had asked how he was supposed to get people to talk to 
him, Bishop had explained that people came to events like this 


because they didn’t want to grieve alone. Most of them wanted to talk, 
and the ones that didn’t want to talk would make that very clear. All 
Kit needed to do was start the conversation. 

“What do I say if they ask who I am?” Kit had asked in the car. “Or 
if they want to know why I’m there?” 

“What do you think you should say?” Bishop had asked in turn. 

Kit had chewed his lip, thinking. “Pll just say I’m here with a 
friend, but he’s talking to someone else right now.” 

Bishop didn’t smile, but his approval was clear, addictive. “That’s 
perfect.” 

Kit didn’t even have to give that flimsy explanation to Joyce from 
Marco’s astronomy class. She talked and talked, about where she was 
when she found out, about how strange class had been since then. 
About how sometimes she forgot Marco had been murdered, before 
she remembered. And she barely knew him, so how much worse must 
it be for... 

Kit moved on with a mumbled, “I’m sorry for your loss,” when 
Joyce started to tear up. 

Next, he talked to a guy who just showed up because he thought 
there would be free food. Then a guy from Marco’s lacrosse team. 
Then a girl who lived on the same floor as Marco freshman year but 
hadn’t spoken to him in months. 

Easy. Just like Bishop said. 

Then Kit spotted a familiar head of blond hair, tall across the 
crowd. His heart leapt, but Holden didn’t notice him at first. He was 
too busy talking to someone else—a girl in a pink vintage dress, 
dabbing her eyes with tissues. 

Right. This was a memorial event for a murder victim. Being 
excited to see a guy he was... interested in... was probably 
inappropriate. 

Also inappropriate: Kit’s pang of annoyance as the girl hugged 
Holden. And Kit’s relief when she left toward the main tents, still 
wiping her eyes. 

Really, really inappropriate. Especially because Kit was still staring 
when Holden looked around and met his eyes. 

A smile stole like sunlight across Holden’s face. He waved and 
strode through the crowd towards Kit. 

“Hi,” Holden said, still smiling, though more muted than usual. “I 
didn’t expect to see you here.” 

Kit shrugged under his new jacket. “I didn’t expect to see you 
either.” 

“Sure, you didn’t.” Holden winked. “If we keep running into each 


other like this, I’m going to think you’re stalking me.” 

“Maybe I am.” Fuck. This wasn’t the time to flirt. If Holden was 
here, that meant... “Did you know Marco?” 

Holden’s hand slipped into his pocket, fiddling with coins or 
whatever he had in there. The nervous gesture made Kit feel guilty for 
even asking, and Holden sounded a little distant when he answered. 
“Not very well. My friend Soraya was dating him.” 

“Oh, shit.” Kit’s guilt intensified. “That must be horrible.” 

Way to go, asshole, he scolded himself. Be weird and jealous about 
some grieving chick hugging your... totally normal, flirty acquaintance. 

Holden seemed oblivious to Kit’s depravity. “Yeah, it’s been rough 
for her.” A microphone screeched, and people started moving towards 
the main tent. The crowd jostled Kit closer to Holden, and Holden 
lightly touched Kit’s shoulder. “Looks like they’re taking photos. We 
should get out of the way unless you want to be in the papers.” 

Kit grimaced. “No thank you.” 

“Great, neither do I. I prefer writing articles, not starring in them.” 
Holden flattened his hand against Kit’s shoulder blade and urged him 
away from the gathering. 

“What do you mean, writing articles?” Kit asked. 

Holden steered him towards a row of trees and benches and deeper 
shadows. “I wrote for the school paper last year. Dropped it this year, 
though. It took up too much time.” 

Kit’s phone buzzed. He fished it out and read the incoming text. 


Bishop: Where are you going? 


Fuck. Right. Kit wasn’t supposed to wander off, however nice and 
normal Holden was. What if a hitman came after Kit, and Holden got 
caught in the situation too? 

Bishop was right. Kit’s sense of self-preservation was sorely 
lacking. There was just something so disarming about Holden. He 
made Kit forget how fucked up his life was. 

Kit pointed to the benches. “Let’s sit down.” 

“Sure,” Holden said, and dropped down on the nearest one. With 
his long legs, he took up most of the bench, but not all of it. Not until 
he cocked his head as if considering carefully, then deliberately 
stretched his arm along the back of the bench. 

Okay. So Kit wasn’t the only one having inappropriate thoughts at 
a memorial vigil. For a long, insane moment, he thought about sliding 
onto Holden’s lap. 

Kit went for the restrained choice, sitting next to Holden and 
leaning back against his arm. The pressure against Kit’s shoulders was 


warm, even through his jacket. 
Kit’s phone buzzed again. 


Bishop: good 


The approval was a different, aggravating kind of warmth, leaving Kit 
entirely unprepared for Holden to ask, “So, who are you here with?” 
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“You don’t get to flirt with me at a vigil.” 


After all Kit’s worrying about coming up with a good story, Holden 
was the first person to ask him any questions. Kit shrugged against 
Holden’s arm. “A friend. He knows the family.” 

“A friend, huh?” Holden teased. “Or that kinda-sorta boyfriend?” 

Kit gently elbowed Holden’s ribs. “Stop it. You don’t get to flirt 
with me at a vigil.” 

“That’s not fair. You’re being funny, but it’s probably rude if I 
laugh at a vigil too.” Holden gave an exaggerated sigh. “You’re 
avoiding the question.” 

Kit rolled his eyes. “No kinda sorta about it. This guy’s really just a 
friend.” 


A friend who kidnapped Kit, held him captive for four days, and 
refused to sleep with him. That sort of friend. 

Holden’s body was warm against the evening chill. He was so 
large, taking up all the space next to Kit. His slouching, lanky figure 
made it easy to forget how big he was until he was right next to Kit. 

“Is it the guy talking to Mr. and Mrs. Fernandez?” Holden pointed. 
“If he doesn’t know you, then it’s pretty fucking weird that he keeps 
looking at you.” 

Across the quad, Bishop was indeed deep in conversation with 
Marco’s parents, but he wasn’t looking at Kit at all. 

“Yeah, that’s him.” 

“He looks a little old for you. Be careful about guys like that,” 
Holden said, though he had no idea how true that was. Bishop’s age 
was the least of the problems. 

“He’s just a friend,” Kit repeated. For some reason, Holden looked 
skeptical, so Kit elaborated. “I’m actually working for him.” 

“That doesn’t make it better,” Holden said, strangely serious. 
Which was bizarre. Holden hadn’t even seemed too bothered when Kit 
said he had a boyfriend. Now he was warning Kit away from Bishop 
based on... how old Bishop was? How much he looked at Kit, which 
Kit didn’t really believe anyway? Before Kit could respond to the 


absurdity, Holden snapped his fingers. “Wait. Soraya mentioned him. 
He’s the investigator Timothy’s parents hired, isn’t he?” 

Damn it. 

Holden shifted to face Kit, taking away the warm weight of his 
arm. “If you’re working for him, what does that make you? An 
assistant investigator or something?” 

Kit slumped forward, elbows on his knees. So much for being 
undercover. “Yeah. Bishop’s been having trouble getting students to 
talk to him.” 


“So, he brought you in to catch us off guard. I have to say, this 
Bishop is brilliant. Worked like a charm.” Holden chuckled. “Have you 
been interrogating me this whole time, Detective Kit?” 

God fucking damn it. Kit knew he needed a better story. Scowling, 
Kit fiddled with one of his jacket buckles. “Sure, and failing 
spectacularly.” 


“Fuck, sorry.” Holden touched Kit’s shoulder lightly, then more 
confidently when Kit didn’t pull away. “I wasn’t trying to make fun of 
you. I was trying to flirt again, because you make me want to be 
incredibly inappropriate.” 

“Stop trying to make me feel better,” Kit muttered. 

“Why? Are you afraid it'll work?” Holden tugged Kit back under 
his arm again, pressed tightly against his side. The sudden warmth 
was very distracting. “Tell me why you’re here. Maybe I can help.” 

The undercover thing was just so students felt comfortable talking 
to Kit. Holden clearly felt very comfortable, even as his easy touch 
scattered Kit’s thoughts. Kit found himself answering far more 
honestly than he intended. “Bishop wants names of people who knew 
the victims. People outside the basic list of roommates and teammates, 
who might not want to talk to the cops.” 


“Someone who knows something?” 
“Or they know someone who knows someone else.” 


“Hm.” Holden traced aimless patterns on Kit’s arm. “You could 
start with Joyce Takahashi.” 

Kit looked up to find Holden contemplative. “Joyce?” 

“That girl you were talking to earlier.” Holden pointed at the girl 
from Marco’s Astronomy class. “Marco hooked up with her last 
semester.” 

Kit straightened up. He was interested enough to look past the 
casual admission that Holden had been watching him earlier. “Was he 
already dating Soraya?” 

“He and Soraya started dating freshman year.” Holden grimaced. 
“So, yeah. He cheated on her.” 


“Does Soraya know about it?” 

Holden sighed and looked down, loose strands of hair obscuring 
his face. “I only found out because I walked in on them making out in 
a fucking stairwell. I was going to tell Soraya, because she deserved to 
know, but then Marco... then they found him.” 

Mutilated in his dorm room. Bound and gagged, the tips of his 
fingers missing. 

Sympathy surged within Kit. So many little threads of connection 
cut off with a single death. “That’s tough.” 

“T don’t know. Is it worse to tell her, or keep it a secret?” Holden 
kept his head down. “This is probably shit of me to say, but Marco 
wasn’t good to Soraya. I know he’s dead and all, and I hate that she’s 
hurt. But Marco wasn’t a good person.” 

Kit wasn’t sure what to say. Everything felt inadequate. Like he 
didn’t have the right to be here, when in the self-centered depths of 
his heart, he couldn’t help wondering: what would anyone say about 
him after his death? 


I know he’s dead and all, but Kit was a mess. A naive, selfish idiot 
whose very existence caused more harm than good. 

Tentatively, Kit rested his hand on Holden’s thigh. He meant it as a 
comforting gesture, but the feel of firm muscle under denim was 
undeniably electric. Comforting. Sympathetic, Kit instructed himself. 

“Assholes die too,” Kit said. “That’s just how it works. It’s okay to 
feel however you feel about him.” 

Kit was terrible at this—but it worked. Holden cracked a grin. 
“Thanks.” 

“While I have you here in my interrogation chamber...” Kit let his 
hand shift half an inch higher. “Is there anyone else Bishop should 
talk to?” 

“Yow’re shameless,” Holden murmured. It was definitely a 
compliment. “I guess... Alan Tanner. They were teammates, but he 
hasn’t been at any of the memorial events Soraya’s dragged me to. It 
could be nothing. Everyone handles shit different.” 

Yeah. Kit knew all about that. “Could be nothing. Or something. 
Thanks.” 

Shadows deepened as the sun sank behind campus, and tiny lights 
flickered through the crowd. The volunteers were handing out the 
electric candles. Holden stretched to his feet and reached down. “Let’s 
go.” 

Kit allowed Holden to pull him up. Warmth lingered long after 
they let go, walking side by side back to the gathered crowd. 

News crews pointed cameras at the families, faculty, and students. 


Bishop met Kit and Holden at an edge of the crowd. 

“Sorry that took so long,” Bishop said, his eyes dark in the fading 
light. “Who’s this?” 

This wasn’t the plan. Kit and Bishop were supposed to avoid each 
other at the vigil. But Bishop must know what he was doing. 

Kit gestured between the two men. “Bishop, this is Holden. Holden, 
this is Bishop.” 

Holden extended a hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.” 

Bishop seemed used to being called sir. Maybe it was an arrogant 
ex-cop thing. “Likewise. Do you know the family?” 

Holden shrugged, glancing off to the side. “Marco was my friend’s 
boyfriend. I should get back to her.” He touched Kit’s arm, his thumb 
gently rubbing through the jacket from James. “Text me if there’s 
anything I can help with. Or if you just want to text me.” 

Before Kit could reply, Holden slipped away. A few clusters of 
people away, he wrapped an arm around Soraya, who hugged him 
back. 

Which Kit felt totally, completely reasonable about. 

“We can go now,” Bishop said. “Unless you want to stay for the 
candle ceremony.” 

And everything crashed into Kit at once. 

Every whisper of grief, every breath of guilt and shame and 
unwarranted envy that had swirled around him all evening— 
everything was suddenly too sharp. Too real. Except for Kit himself. 
All these tiny lights, and Kit was just another shadow. 

He told Bishop once that he didn’t want anything. He’d meant that 
completely. Escape, safety, harm. Wanting had been beyond him then. 

“I want to go,” Kit whispered now. 

Bishop just nodded and set off towards the parking lot. Kit 
followed as if on a tether, cold hands tucked into his pockets. A 
pathetic, vulnerable part of him wanted Bishop to hold his hand, 
because James was right. Kit was greedy. He wanted the certainty of 
Bishop’s touch—except if Bishop reached out, Kit would surely pull 
away. 

His mind cleared under the yellow lights of the parking lot. They 
were at Bishop’s car already. 

“Sorry,” Kit said. “I don’t know what came over me.” 

Bishop thankfully didn’t pry. “I didn’t want to stick around either. 
Do you want a cup of coffee?” 

Kit grinned in dazed relief. “Yeah, Pd like that a lot.” 

Fifteen minutes later, they settled in Bishop’s car with steaming 


cups from a little café down the street. The café was too crowded with 
college students, and they both turned back to the car without having 
to talk about it. Bishop made no move to turn the engine on, and they 
just sat there in the yellow half-light. 

The heat of Kit’s extra caramel mocha eased the last of his tension. 

“So, what did you find out?” Bishop asked. 

Kit curled his legs up on the seat. “Marco was dating a girl named 
Soraya.” 

“SCPD has talked to Soraya already.” Bishop didn’t say it like he 
was dismissing Kit. Just matter-of-fact sharing information. 

“Have they talked to Joyce Takahashi yet?” Kit asked, and Bishop 
shook his head. “Apparently Marco cheated on Soraya with her. 
Soraya didn’t know about it.” 

Bishop set his coffee on the dash and tapped notes on his phone. 
“Anything else?” 

“They were in Astronomy together. That’s all I have, sorry.” 

“No, that’s a good start.” Bishop glanced up. “What’s your source 
on that?” 

“Holden. I met him at the library last month and ran into him 
again today.” Kit chewed his lip. “I kind of ended up telling him I was 
working for you. Is that okay?” 

Bishop nodded. He wasn’t mad—and Kit was unreasonably 
relieved he wasn’t mad. “That’s fine. The only reason we were keeping 
it quiet was so people would talk to you. This Holden was clearly 
willing to talk to you, whatever his reasons.” 

That had been Kit’s reasoning too, but... “You make it sound so 
inappropriate,” Kit protested. 

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell James.” 

“James doesn’t care.” Kit frowned, suddenly unsure. James was 
fine with him kissing Darius, but James knew Darius. How would 
James feel about sharing with a stranger? Not that Kit needed to 
worry about that. Kit wasn’t going to kiss Holden. Even if Holden was 
nice and normal and fun to talk to. 

Because that was the problem. Holden was too normal. He’d never 
want to get tangled up with Kit’s fucked-up life. 
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Holden’s hands itched. 


Holden leaned back on the bench, pretending to fiddle with his phone. 
Farther up the seaside trail, a young woman approached on his right. 
Evening swept the shore trails with soft blue shadows. Cactuses 

and scrubby trees obscured the skyline. Not much cover, but there 
weren’t many people around. Eroded canyons sloped steeply between 
trails. A crevasse twenty yards behind Holden would be the perfect 
place to kill someone, as long as he could keep them quiet. 

Holden had already stashed the acid, wire cutters, and garbage 
bags down there. He had his reasons for leaving his first three bodies 
to be found easily. Victor, Timothy, and Marco were Grade A 
Assholes, which Holden didn’t really care about—it would be 
hypocritical of him to think violent jerks deserved to die, after all. The 
guy Holden was taunting cared, though, so digging deeper into this 
case should keep him hooked. 

But number four? Holden didn’t need attention now. He just 
needed catharsis. 

This was one of countless plans Holden had been daydreaming 
about for years. Fantasizing about supplies, locations, methods. 
Setting out for the trails had felt organized. Planned. The impulse was 
spur of the moment, though. He should be in the library right now. He 
had a stats test the day after tomorrow. 

The vigil fucked him up, though. He was just there to gloat about 
Marco’s death. Soak in the vicarious attention, so many hundreds of 
people gathering and mourning because of Holden. And okay, he was 
also there to get another look at that bastard detective. 

He just hadn’t expected said bastard detective to bring Kit with 
him. Or for said bastard detective to keep touching and watching Kit. 

Sure, it was proof Holden was right. The detective cared about Kit 
—so taking Kit would be the perfect revenge. Bishop’s interest in Kit 
was the reason Holden noticed Kit in the first place. 

That didn’t stop Holden’s furious jealousy. Two days later, the 
crazy pent-up energy was still driving him to distraction, and even 
playing with Marco’s fingerbones wasn’t fixing it. 


Bishop took Holden’s first target from him. A guy Holden wouldn’t 
even care about if he hadn’t decided to kill him before Bishop killed 
him first. It was aggravating, infuriating, to see Bishop getting his 
grubby paws on Kit too. 

Up the trail, the woman knelt to re-tie her running shoe. She had 
no idea the simple action was prolonging her life, just by a few 
moments. 

Holden’s hands itched. Patience was a long-term necessity that 
chafed in the short term. Holden was in the perfect position. Racing to 
catch the woman now would give her time to scream. He wanted to 
text Kit. Maybe ask for a selfie. But he couldn’t even look at the blurry 
photo of Kit’s middle finger he got last time he asked, because he’d 
turned off his phone an hour ago. 

The woman tying her shoe looked nothing like Kit. She was curvy, 
with bouncing red curly hair. Her athletic gear was all blue and pink 
floral spandex. 

When Holden was younger, whenever he felt uncontrollably angry 
like this, he used to go running. Sprinting down streets and trails until 
he exhausted himself. The punching bag in his bedroom worked 
better, when his parents weren’t home to worry about the noise. 
Lacrosse practice, once he made the team in high school. Aching legs 
and sweat and painful gasping breaths were almost enough to exorcize 
his craving for violence. 

Almost. Running was always a temporary solution, until Holden 
felt confident enough to pursue his real goals. 

This was something he dreamed about on those long, exhausting 
runs. Stopping and lurking in wait, until another lone runner got too 
close. 

It was a classic for a reason. 

The woman stood up again. She bent at the waist, stretching out 
her calves, then took off at a steady jog. Her hair bounced with every 
step closer to Holden. 

But as she approached, Holden’s enthusiasm cooled. 

He had never much cared what his victims looked like. Killing 
wasn’t a sexual thing for him. He didn’t enjoy the thought of killing 
animals, children, or the elderly, but that was just because it felt 
unsporting. Gender, size, and race didn’t matter. 

Holden just couldn’t help thinking this woman looked nothing like 
Kit. He imagined sinking his thumbs into her eyes, and instead of 
excitement, he was just disappointed they wouldn’t be so vividly 
green. Her body would be too tall, too softly curved, as she writhed 
and struggled in the dirt beneath him. 


Frowning, Holden kept fiddling with his turned-off phone. He 
stayed on the bench as the woman ran past. Moments later, she 
vanished around a bend in the trail. 

Holden killed people for fun. If he wasn’t feeling it, there wasn’t 
really a point. Every kill was a risk, and if he got caught, it would 
become much more difficult to kill more people in the future. So, he 
needed to be careful about how he satisfied his impulses. Risking 
everything for a boring murder would be stupid. 

As he ambled back towards the trailhead, Holden turned on his 
phone. No need to avoid leaving traces today. He immediately opened 
his messages and sent: 


Holden: help, i’m dying studying for this test :( only a selfie from a 
really cute boy will save me :( :( :( 

Library Cutie: lol wait five minutes 

Holden: i'l be dead by then :( :( :( :(:( 

Library Cutie: lol 


The single three-letter response filled Holden with an inordinate 
amount of satisfaction. He inhaled the fresh, salt and sage air, 
savoring the glory of the evening. There would be other kills. Right 
now, this was good enough. 

Then his phone buzzed again with an image attachment. Holden 
opened it excitedly— 

The poor lighting couldn’t conceal Kit’s sharp features and soft, 
sleepy eyes. He looked pale, like a languid, beautiful ghost. He was 
lying back in bed, his head on a pillow, and another man’s arm slung 
across his chest. Another man’s blurry fingers playing with his dark 
hair. 

Holden’s fist clenched so hard, he cracked his phone case. 
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“Ts the striptease really necessary?” 


Darius’s last message had sat unread for three days before the client 
finally replied. 


65e487tfrd: I have his location. Is the job still on? I need to 
schedule another business trip. 


jdn267frev3: Yes, thanks for your patience. I understand you must 
have a lot of people to kill. For proof of death, can you send 
photos? 


Raising his eyebrows, Darius took another sip of his Syrah. He was at 
his kitchen table, and he’d only cracked open his work laptop to check 
for messages, not expecting the reply on a Monday night. His 
apartment was too quiet. Maybe he should have people over soon. 

Once he resolved this issue. 

He’d had a hunch this client was new at hiring assassins, but this 
confirmed his assessment. Not just the utter lack of tact. Photographic 
evidence was a terrible system. Darius wasn’t capable of perfect fakes 
himself, but if this was a real job, he knew three different people he 
could subcontract for doctored photos. 

Though whoever Darius picked, he’d probably have to pay off the 
other two in case the client hired them for verification. 

Still. Darius much preferred Kit being targeted by an incompetent 
client. And he much preferred faking photos to faking severed hands 
or other more complicated proofs. He wouldn’t hire out for this job— 
he could make decent fakes. Enough to pass a first visual inspection. 

Meanwhile, James could embed a virus in the files, so they could 
find this bastard’s identity and location. The client might be 
inexperienced at hiring assassins, but he was good at covering his 
digital tracks. James hadn’t been able to glean anything from the 
email exchange. 


65e487tfrd: Photos will work. Do you have a safe connection to 
receive them? 


Darius half expected to wait another three days. But the client was 


still online. 
jdn267frev3: No. You can leave the photos at a drop-off location. 


All right, that was also weird. Darius almost felt sorry for the client. 
But it would certainly make it easier to grab whoever arrived at the 
drop-off. 


65e487tfrd: That should work. Let me get back to you tomorrow. 
jdn267frev3: Thanks. Sorry for the delay. I don’t usually do this 
sort of thing. 

65e487tfrd: No worries. I get more first timers than you’d think. 
TIl take care of this for you, and you'll be able to get on with 
business as usual. 

jdn267frev3: Thanks, man. You’re the best. Is there Yelp for 
assassins? I'll leave you five stars. 


Confirmed—this client was an idiot. 
Hopefully a soon-to-be dead idiot. 


“Whose house is this, anyway?” Kit asked, trying to conceal his nerves 
as Darius unlocked the door. They were pretty far out from the city, 
with few neighbors in eyesight. Kit had mistaken the house for a beat- 
up barn before they pulled up in the gravel driveway. 

James lingered by the car, rolling his eyes through a polite 
business call. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Darius said, ushering Kit inside. He carried a 
large plastic bag in one hand, and the other briefly lit sparks with a 
touch to Kit’s shoulder. “It’s private, and it’s not tied to any of us.” 

He flipped a switch, and Kit was surprised the electricity worked, 
illuminating a shabby kitchen. There was a big empty space between 
the counters where a refrigerator used to be. The stovetop looked 
untrustworthy. The wooden table looked sturdy enough, if dusty. 
Darius dumped the plastic bag on the table, then circled the room 
adjusting the blackout curtains. 

Kit poked the tile counter, which wasn’t as dusty as he expected, 
and leaned back on it. “Great. Make sure you close the closed curtains 
better.” 

Darius just flashed a grin over his shoulder. 

Once again, he looked like an investment broker or a CFO or a 
software engineer manager person. Someone professional and 
grownup who shouldn’t be hanging out with nineteen-year-old hot 
messes like Kit. Or putting bullets in people’s brains. 


Today’s button-up shirt was a warm lavender, sleeves rolled up to 
his elbows as always. Darius had to be aware of how hot his forearms 
were. Kit didn’t even try to look away. And those thick wrists—how 
was tugging a curtain so sexy? 

When did Kit’s libido get dialed up so high? Like now that he’d 
kissed Darius, he couldn’t get his thoughts under control. 

“What are you thinking about?” Darius asked, cocking his head. 

Kit could make up something normal. Or he could just ask... “How 
do you manage to sneak up on people? Youw’re so hot, don’t people 
notice you?” 

Darius just grinned, and James scoffed from the doorway. “Easy. 
He just asks me to hang out in the same room, and nobody notices 
him.” 

“Interesting idea,” Darius said. “But you’re in the room now, and 
your own boyfriend’s still flirting with me.” 


“If I don’t let him fuck around, how can he know how good I am in 
comparison?” James dropped a kiss on Kit’s head and headed for the 
nearest window—repeating Darius’s check of the curtains and doors. 

Kit hoped the heat in his face wasn’t—nope, by the way Darius was 
smirking, Kit’s flush was definitely obvious. 

This was the first time the three of them had been together since 
that time in Darius’s apartment. When Kit kissed Darius, then fucked 
James in Darius’s bed. Kit had worried about the vibe, but he kind of 
liked this. James was as thrilling as ever, and Darius had this 
stabilizing presence. Instead of interrupting, he provided balance. 

Besides, flirting with two extremely attractive men was a welcome 
distraction from the day’s task. 

“Are you sure this guy is going to be satisfied with photographs?” 
Kit asked. “I’ve never ordered a hit on anyone before, but that seems 
weird to me.” 

“You're right,” Darius said, moving to the table. “There are 
situations where photos work—but you don’t trust the hired gun to 
provide his own proof with them.” He started pulling supplies from 
the plastic bag. Face paint and scar wax and sponges. A lot more than 
Kit expected. 


“The fakes will be obvious as soon as someone properly analyzes 
them,” James added. He jumped up on the counter, then pulled Kit 
closer, between his spread thighs. The edge of the counter dug into 
Kit’s back while James started playing with his hair. 

Darius watched them, not even trying to be subtle. His dark gaze 
strayed to James’s fingers brushing Kit’s sensitive neck. “Our goal isn’t 
perfection. They just need to look good enough at first glance when 


the contact picks them up.” 

With another glance at James and Kit, Darius started unbuttoning 
his lavender shirt. 

Kit had thought Darius’s forearms were hot. His shoulders were 
riveting. The sleeveless white undershirt clung to his chest, thin 
enough that his dark skin showed through where it stretched over 
muscle. 

“Oh,” Kit said, struggling to remember the conversation. “That 
makes sense.” 

“Is the striptease really necessary?” James sounded more amused 
than annoyed. 

“Of course,” Darius said innocently. “I don’t want to get paint on 
my nice shirt.” 

James’s hands dropped to rub Kit’s shoulders, massaging into 
tender muscle. His touch was so warm even through Kit’s sweatshirt. 
Kit felt like a rabbit being circled by two foxes. “Yeah, getting 

paint on his shirt would be super terrible.” 

James’s laughter stirred Kit’s hair. He hooked his leg around Kit’s 
body, pulling him even closer, and his heel teased Kit’s cock through 
his tight jeans. “You’re such a neat freak... First the couch, then 
Darius’s shirt... What’s next?” 

“What about the couch?” Darius asked. 

Kit wriggled out of James’s grasp before he popped a boner. Being 
hard for this photo shoot would be weird. “Long story. Where did you 
get all this stuff? The Halloween store?” 

Darius waved a tube of fake blood at him. “No, I borrowed it from 
my sister.” 

Kit stared. “Your sister? You didn’t tell her why you wanted it, 
right?” 

“Miranda knows not to ask questions about my job,” Darius said, 
then winced. “But she makes her own assumptions. She told me to 
send pics from the convention.” 

“And you said?” James asked 

“To fuck off,” Darius replied cheerfully. 

James jumped down from the counter with a laugh. “Miranda’s a 
total nerd.” 

That didn’t really explain it. 

Darius shrugged, continuing to sort out the supplies. “Miranda’s 
into cosplay. Really gory cosplay. I used to help her get ready for 
conventions when we were kids, which is where I picked this up. She 
still goes to cons, but now her girlfriend is her makeup artist.” 


“Did you go to conventions with her?” Kit asked, suddenly curious. 

Darius barely glanced over—but Kit still caught the wariness in his 
eyes. “No, not my scene. One second. I forgot something in the car.” 

As soon as Darius fled the kitchen, Kit whirled around to face 
James. “I need photos of him cosplaying.” 

“Mission accepted.” James rubbed his hands together, looking like 
his birthday had come early. “Ill hunt them down, no matter what. 
Even if I have to hire Bishop to help.” 

“Perfect.” Kit glanced at the door and held a finger to his lips. 
“This is top secret.” 

“My lips are sealed.” James pulled Kit’s finger away and kissed 
him. Light, teasing, gone before Kit could steal more from him. 


Fuck, Kit could get used to these little moments. Unfortunately, 
when Darius returned, it was time to get to work. 


Darius patted the table. “Let’s get started.” 


Kit exhaled and shrugged off his sweatshirt. Another new piece of 
apparel bought with James’s money, though Kit picked this one out 
himself. Black with neon blue bats. “I don’t want paint on this either.” 

James openly leered. “That would be super terrible. What about 
the tank top? You don’t want to ruin that either.” 

Kit slung the sweatshirt over the back of a chair. “I don’t give a 
fuck about the tank top.” 


“What about your super special, super cute jeans?” James tried. 


Rolling his eyes—because if he was acting like himself, he would 
roll his eyes—Kit hopped onto the table where Darius indicated. His 
lime sneakers swung above the floor, and a chill washed through him. 


Kit was a hypocrite for demanding Darius’s hypothetical cosplay 
photos. Because photos of himself made Kit uneasy. Depending on the 
circumstances. Selfies were fine. Other people taking photos was okay 
if Kit could look at them first, and better if they were on Kit’s phone 
so he could delete them. 


Today, Kit was about to break all his self-protective rules. He just 
had to trust Darius to use the photos correctly. 


It was the best solution to the very real problem of someone 
ordering a hit on him. Kit had no grounds to refuse. He shouldn’t, 
couldn’t explain anyway. Explaining wasn’t smart. Revealing 
weaknesses meant people could use those weaknesses against him. 

Even if Kit was stupid enough to explain, he couldn’t. His throat 
choked up at the thought of saying it out loud. 

Whatever. He’d been okay recently, now that he had James and 
whatever was going on with all his other murdery BFFs. Kit should be 


fine as long as he didn’t look at the photos. 

At least he had the distracting spice of Darius’s cologne. Warm 
fingertips touched Kit’s chin and turned his face back and forth. 

“Why can’t you just edit a normal photo?” Kit asked, burying his 
nerves. “This isn’t the Dark Ages.” 

Darius brushed Kit’s hair back from his forehead. His movements 
were careful, efficient. He didn’t linger like James would have. 
“Editing over practical effects is easier than starting from scratch. 
Especially since we’re not hiring out.” 

Right. Kit would much rather not be here for this—but getting 
more people involved was objectively bad. Kit just needed it to hold 
his shit together until they were done. “So, how are you going to kill 
me?” 

Darius tapped Kit’s forehead, just a hair right of center. “Normally, 
Pd shoot from behind. But it’s easier to mimic an entry wound.” 


“Aw, I like it from behind.” Kit grinned and poked Darius’s thigh 
with his toe. “But fine, do me from the front.” 

James leaned on Darius’s shoulder. “He’s not actually that picky. 
He likes it however I give it to him.” 


Darius shoved James away. “Is that so?” 


“No comment.” Kit shook a finger at James. “You’ve been awfully 
arrogant since I let you be my boyfriend.” 


“No, he’s always been arrogant,” Darius said mildly. 

“It’s true,” James said, unashamed. 

Then Darius opened the fake skin goop and said, “Close your eyes, 
Kit.” 

The words Yes, sir hovered on the tip of Kit’s tongue. But flirting 
wasn’t as easy as usual, so instead, he just kept quiet and obeyed. Eyes 
closed, he tried to think of anything except a camera flash. 


Darius’s intense focus was clear even with Kit’s eyes closed. There 
was something so reassuring about his competence, his careful 
movements. He smudged some liquid under Kit’s eyes, then around his 
mouth, rubbing gently, deliberately around his lips. He spent the 
longest time at Kit’s forehead, building up the wound with fake skin 
and layers of paint. 

At least, Kit assumed Darius was competent. For all Kit knew, 
maybe he’d come out of this looking like a fucking clown. He thought 
about that, instead of all the other photos he’d seen of boys with dark 
hair and dead eyes. 


The ones with dead eyes were easiest to remember. 
By the time Darius was done, Kit found himself in an almost- 


meditative state. So much so that he didn’t hear the first time— 

“Kit?” Darius asked. 

Kit’s eyes opened. “Sorry. Are you done?” 

James grimaced from across the kitchen. “You’re way too good at 
that, Darius. That’s nasty.” 

“Tt’ll do,” Darius said. “All right, hop down. Time for your photo 
shoot.” 

Kit expected his knees to give out when he jumped from the table 


—but he was steady. Maybe he was worried for nothing. This would 
be fine. 


“Where’s the studio?” Kit asked. His forehead itched under the 
paint. 

Darius pointed. “We’ll take a few up here, and a few in the 
basement. I’ll use whichever one works best with the lighting.” 

Great. The basement. Totally not creepy. “Sure. How do you want 
me to pose?” 

Darius waved him around to a big bare patch of beige tile. “Lie 
down on your side and try to go completely limp. Pll grab your 
shoulder and move you onto your back. Don’t move yourself. Let me 
move you and stay where I put you.” 

This was easier than Kit expected. Darius was completely calm, of 
course. This was all part of his job. Kit relied on that. “Sure,” he said 
again, and dropped to his knees first. “Eyes open or closed?” 

“Wait, let me take a photo of you two together first,” James joked. 
“You always look good on your knees, babe.” 


“Maybe another time, without the makeup,” Darius said, before 
answering Kit. “Keep your eyes open for the first couple of photos. 
Look down and to the side. PII tell you if you need to close your eyes 
or change anything.” 

“Got it,” Kit said, and laid himself out on his side. The floor was 
cold and gritty and gross under his bare shoulder, the side of his face. 
He took a deep breath, then exhaled. Letting go and relaxing was easy 
enough. He wasn’t supposed to say anything. 

Darius crouched next to him. “Don’t talk or move your face. Just 
relax and let me move you.” He touched Kit’s jaw. “If your mouth falls 
open, let it stay open. If your hair falls in your face, don’t blow it out.” 

Kit didn’t respond. 

“Good boy,” Darius said. 

Kit usually liked being called a good boy, except when it infuriated 
him, and even then, he still kind of liked it. But he didn’t feel any 
pleasure today. He just relaxed as Darius’s broad, warm hand covered 


his shoulder. 

The pressure was gentle but irresistible, turning him slowly so his 
head didn’t crack on the linoleum. Kit allowed himself to be moved 
like a ragdoll, his head still fallen to the side. His gaze fell somewhere 
around the table legs. 

“Hand me the camera,” Darius said. After movement in Kit’s 
peripheral vision, the camera clicked. 

The last of Kit’s anxiety fell away with the sound. 

Darius crouched again and moved Kit’s head so he faced the 
ceiling. His lips parted, his jaw slack. Darius stood over him, and the 
camera clicked two more times. 

“Close your eyes.” 

Kit closed his eyes. The camera clicked again in the darkness, and 
Kit told himself he was fine. 
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“Note to self, you’re still fucked up.” 


Kit barely felt Darius’s hand pulling him to his feet. He barely heard 
James’s stupid joke—just enough to roll his eyes at the right moment. 
Then Darius led Kit down to the basement to take the same photos 
again. 

This time, Kit lay down on an even dustier concrete floor. A bare 
yellow lightbulb flickered overhead. Kit followed Darius’s instructions. 
He didn’t move unless Darius moved him. He stared off into the dim 
light. 

Afterwards, Kit stood up on his own. Dusting his hands off left pale 
marks on his black jeans. 

That was easy. 

“Are we done?” Kit asked. 

Darius was flicking through the photos on his camera. “We’re 
done. Do you want to see?” 

James pulled the camera over and grimaced. “Shit, Darius. You 
haven’t even edited them and they’re creepy as fuck.” 

“Maybe later. This makeup itches.” Kit headed for the basement 
stairs. “Is the water running in the bathroom?” 

“Should be,” Darius answered. 

Upstairs, Kit swung by the kitchen for the hand towels and makeup 
remover. He clawed the bullet hole off his forehead before he even 
reached the bathroom. Fake skin and damp paint peeled off with a 
sting, a mess of tan and black and red sticking to his fingers. Kit 
flicked it onto the pile of used sponges, then found the bathroom off 
the hall. 

The bathroom was small. Dingy green walls and yellowing tiles 
closed around him. Kit was calm, but the door was difficult to lock. 
For some reason, his hands were shaking. 

Looking in the mirror wasn’t bad. Ridiculous, sure. There was an 
uneven patch of bare skin in the middle of his forehead, where he’d 
ripped off the fake skin, surrounded by patches of red and pink paint. 
One streak stretched down into his eyebrow. No fake blood on the rest 


of his face. 

Kit didn’t look anything like the photos he found years ago. He was 
worried for nothing. He was fine. He wasn’t upset. 

The makeup remover was oily and unpleasant, but worked well. 
He scrubbed his forehead until the skin was pink, then used a new wet 
towel to get the remover off too. His face was clean, his hair sticking 
to his wet forehead. But there was still paint and gunk on his hands. 
Red under his fingernails. 

Kit turned the faucet on again and slathered his hands with soap to 
scrub it off. 

The water ran hotter than he expected. Pretty good plumbing for 
such a dump. Though Kit shouldn’t judge. He might be used to 
James’s cushy lifestyle now, but he’d lived in far shittier places. 

Kit washed his hands until they were pink and clean, then just 
stood there, zoning out, with the water running over his left wrist. The 
heat was grounding. Something to focus on. Something to think about, 
so he didn’t have to think about anything else. 

He stared at his face in the mirror and didn’t feel anything. Just 
the water’s distant heat. 

Loud pounding broke Kit from his daze. 

“You all right in there?” James called through the door. 

Pain blazed up Kit’s arm. He yanked his arm away from the sink, 
and cold shock punched his stomach. A scalded patch stood out bright 
pink against his pale skin. 

Fuck. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

“Yeah, just a second!” Kit yanked the knob over to the right. He 
tested the water every few seconds with his fingertips, and as soon as 
it was cold enough, shoved his wrist back under the stream. Too little 
too late to soothe the irritated skin. 

Fuck. He hadn’t hurt himself without noticing in years. 

“Note to self,” Kit muttered to his chalk-white reflection. “You’re 
still fucked up.” 

Kit hadn’t been upset by posing for the photos—but that wasn’t a 
good thing. He’d been triggered back to the emotionless daze Bishop 
and James first found him in, when he’d been living one day to the 
next, trapped in Uncle Ed’s house by his own dead-hearted inertia. 

Now, his terrified, pounding heart was a relief. Kit would rather be 
scared of himself than numb. 

Exhaling harshly, Kit turned off the water and toweled off his face 
and hands. His arm barely hurt, thanks to James interrupting him, and 


he didn’t think his distress showed in his face. Probably. James and 
Darius were both starting to read him far too well. 

That was okay. Kit had a pretty good idea of how to distract them. 
And if it made Kit feel better unbeknownst to them? Win-win. 

When Kit opened the bathroom door, James was already right 
there, his hand raised and ready to knock. 

“What took you so long?” James asked. 

“I was contemplating the meaning of the word privacy.” Kit 
stepped into James’s space and tapped the center of his chest. James’s 
scent didn’t settle his nerves. Far from that. But it was a different sort 
of excitement. The exact distraction they both needed. “Do you know 
that word?” 

“Never heard of it,” James said without missing a beat. “I was 
worried. What sort of devoted boyfriend would I be, if I didn’t check 
on you?” 

“Devoted?” Kit stretched up on his toes and pulled James down by 
the neck. “Why don’t you prove that?” he breathed, before leaning 
into a kiss. 

Kit really, really liked how easy James was. James didn’t ask 
questions, just grabbed Kit by the ass and hauled him off the ground 
to better angle the kiss. Kit’s legs wrapped around James as his back 
slammed against the wall. 

He couldn’t breathe. He didn’t want to breathe. He just wanted 
this, the slick press of James’s tongue unraveling his anxiety. Each bite 
at his lips drove his heart rate higher with something entirely different 
than terror. The weight of James’s body and the solid wall behind him 
were comforting. Grounding. 

Even the polite cough ten feet away couldn’t ruin the mood. 

“Don’t mind me,” Darius said from down the hallway. “I just 
wanted to let you know that if you guys make a mess, I’m not doing 
the laundry again.” 

Kit slumped against the wall, catching his breath, as James gave 
Darius a blinding smile. 

“I don’t even know how to do laundry,” James said, so smoothly 
Kit wasn’t sure if he was lying or not. “I have housekeepers for that.” 

Darius snorted. “That’s pathetic. What kind of man doesn’t know 
how to do laundry?” 

“A very rich and handsome man.” 

The kitchen behind Darius was brighter than the hallway, leaving 
Darius backlit, hard to read. Kit still felt the man’s quiet, patient 
hunger. If Kit wanted, he could tell Darius to give them a minute, and 
Darius would. No questions. 


But Kit wasn’t sure he could handle James alone again. Not right 
now, when James might notice the red skin on his arm. And fuck, 
what if James said something absolutely fucking stupid about love 
again? 

Anxiety still coursed through his veins, fear of himself lurking 
beneath his arousal. Kit wanted something new, something 
overwhelming, to bring him back to himself. He needed to feel. 


Kit tightened his legs around James’s hips and stroked his thumb 
along James’s jaw—while making direct eye contact with Darius. 

“Argue about laundry later,” Kit said sternly, trying for confidence 
despite the butterflies in his stomach. “Decide which of you is fucking 
me first, before I get bored.” 

Both men’s attention instantly homed in on him. 


“Which one of us gets to fuck you first?” James repeated, musing. His 
casual affectation couldn’t be further from the heat racing through his 
body. He didn’t even look at Darius, though he knew Darius was 
watching closely. James turned his head to kiss Kit’s fingertips. “That’s 
easy. Darius can have your ass, while I get your dirty little mouth.” 

Kit’s throat bobbed. “That works too.” 

James dropped Kit onto his shaky legs, then pulled him around. 
They pressed flush together, Kit’s back against James’s front, his head 
not even coming to James’s shoulders. Kit was tense until James 
stroked his stomach through the thin tank top. Ran his hand up Kit’s 
chest, teasing his nipples. Gripped Kit gently by the throat, lifting his 
head—displaying him for Darius. 

“How does that sound to you, D?” James asked with a wicked grin. 


This threesome had been a long time coming, and James couldn’t 
wait any longer to get started. Darius was so obvious about wanting 
Kit, even though he was quieter about it than James was. He was 
more reserved by nature. 

Kit was obvious too. James wasn’t sure precisely what that meant. 
Whether this was a passing mutual crush between them, or something 
more serious. 

Bishop would want to talk things out. Make sure everyone was on 
the same page. James preferred a simpler strategy—fucking around 
and finding out. He’d had fun with Darius before, but that was all it 
had been. Fun. Blowing off steam. They were both too bossy in bed to 
be compatible. 

But throw Kit into the bed with them? This could be more than just 
fun. 


“Sounds good to me.” Darius flipped the hallway light on. He 


stalked closer, clearly focused on Kit more than James. That was fair, 
because James was wholly focused on the way Kit’s breath caught as 
Darius towered over him. Kit was trapped between both of them, and 
his every breath and movement rippled through James. 

Darius touched Kit’s face, his fingertips skimming against James’s 
hand on Kit’s throat, then pressed a blunt, brown fingertip against 
Kit’s lower lip. Briefly, Darius met James’s eyes. “You sure this is 
okay?” 

“Tm sure this is hot as fuck,” James said easily. But Darius held his 
gaze, clearly not satisfied. James sighed dramatically, letting go of 
Kit’s throat to toy with his soft nipples through the fabric. “I wouldn’t 
invite you if I wasn’t sure. Let’s see where this goes.” 


His cute little boyfriend squirmed under his touch. “Aren’t you 
going to ask if I’m all right with this too?” Kit demanded. 

Darius chuckled. James couldn’t see Kit’s expression, but his shiver 
was palpable as Darius leaned closer and murmured into his ear. “I 
asked James because you get off on my asking his permission to use 
you. Am I wrong?” 

James’s cock twitched against Kit with the heat in Darius’s voice. 

“You’re not wrong.” Kit sounded strangled. “Fucking Christ.” 

James poked Darius’s shoulder. “Are the beds made?” 

Darius shook his head. “Kitchen counter, or living room couch?” 

“Living room.” James reluctantly let go of Kit, thrilled with the 
way Kit swayed on his feet without his support—and the way Darius 
immediately drew him closer. “I have condoms and lube in the car. 
You need anything?” 

Darius lifted Kit’s chin, dark eyes raking down his body. “Yeah, 
grab the green duffel from the backseat.” 

“On it.” James shook his finger. “Feel free to start without me.” 

They took him at his word. James paused first to watch Darius kiss 
Kit. The way Kit leaned his whole body up into the kiss was riveting. 
The goddamn size difference between them was mesmerizing. Was 
that how Kit looked with James too? 

James needed more mirrors at home. 

But first, James had some supplies to fetch. He took off for the car, 
feeling pretty fucking smug about this whole situation. 

James liked Kit horny and overwhelmed and completely 
overpowered. If Darius wanted to help James with that? The more the 
merrier. 


Darius wasn’t usually into men as young as Kit. As small as Kit. As 


fucking pretty as Kit. He liked topping and being in charge, but part of 
his satisfaction came from winning submission from men who weren’t 
used to submitting. Exerting control over men who controlled their 
own lives. Darius liked the way they melted at the chance to give up 
that control. 

He hadn’t understood why he was drawn to Kit at first. A skinny 
white boy chained to Bishop’s staircase. Kit seemed anything but in 
control of his life, kidnapped from a massacre by a pair of vigilante 
murderers. 

But captivity didn’t rob Kit of his iron self-control. Darius never 
expected that control to be all the more delicious wrapped in a 
vulnerable shell like Kit Byron. He could practically hear how loud 
Kit’s thoughts were, rattling around in his pretty little head. 

Darius planned on pinning Kit down and making him stop. 

James must have sprinted to the car—he rejoined them quickly in 
the living room. He dumped the duffel bag, condom, and packet of 
lube on the coffee table. “Did you bring your ropes?” James asked 
hopefully. 

Darius walked behind Kit, touching his shoulders, his upper arms. 
He settled both hands heavy on Kit’s waist. “No ropes. We’ll have to 
improvise.” 

Kit shivered in Darius’s grasp, craning around to look up at him. 
“Are you going to tie me up?” 

“Would you like that?” Darius asked, though he could tell the 
answer already. “I can handcuff you or use my belt to tie your wrists.” 

“Handcuffs?” Kit’s eyes darted to the duffel bag. “That doesn’t 
sound like improvising to me.” 

Darius shrugged. “I always bring handcuffs with me.” 

Kit laughed. “Condoms and handcuffs. Regular pair of Eagle Scouts 
right here.” 

“I was never,” James said haughtily. “I didn’t need to pad my 
college applications. Go for the cuffs, Darius. He’s really hot in 
handcuffs.” 

“Kit?” Darius asked. 

Kit groaned. “I don’t care what you tie me up with, just fuck me 
already.” 

Darius didn’t usually like taking orders—but that one, he was 
happy to obey. “James, strip him for me,” Darius said, letting go of Kit 
to unzip the duffel. The handcuffs were in a case with two copies of 
the key. 

“Tm stripping him because I want to, not because you told me to,” 
James grumbled. 


“I don’t care why you’re doing it, as long as you’re doing it,” 
Darius said cheerfully. He slipped one key into his back pocket and 
left the other in the case. 


When he turned around with the cuffs, James had gotten as far as 
discarding Kit’s tank top and unbuckling his fly. James knelt in front 
of Kit, biting kisses and bruises into his stomach. Kit’s hands clenched 
around James’s shoulders, and he looked up at Darius with blazing 
green fire in his eyes. 

Darius lifted the handcuffs. The metal clinked. Kit’s throat bobbed, 
his lips parting. He held perfectly still as Darius stalked behind him 
and pulled his hands from James’s shoulders. Kit’s wrists were just as 
thin, just as fragile as Darius remembered. 

But Darius didn’t remember the reddened patch of skin on Kit’s 
inner forearm. He touched the pale skin around it. “What’s this on 
your arm?” 

“Huh?” Kit tried to twist around, then laughed. He was still 
perfectly relaxed in Darius’s grasp. “Oh, that. I was clumsy making tea 
this morning.” 

“Be more careful next time,” Darius said, as he clicked the first cuff 
around Kit’s left wrist. 


Just like that, Kit stiffened again with anticipation—or maybe with 
the way James was groping him through his jeans. He held still as 
Darius closed the second cuff too. Even tightened all the way, the cuffs 
were nearly too large for Kit. 


Darius ran his fingers along the border of metal and skin. He 
circled around so he could see Kit’s face. “You were in cuffs the day 
we met. Remember that?” 


Kit bucked against James’s hand. His arousal flushed from his 
throat to the pink peaks of his nipples. The handcuffs clinked behind 
him, and he met Darius’s eyes. “Yeah, I remember. Now make me 
remember this too.” 
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“Do you like being a good boy, Kit?” 


Kit’s whole body hummed with arousal. Both men’s attention held him 
in place, trapping him on a far deeper level than the cuffs around his 
wrists. The cuffs were perfect too, though. Each metal bite heightened 
every other sensation, dragging Kit under a tidal wave of fear and 
desire. 

This was exactly what Kit needed. Remembering every time he’d 
been abducted, kidnapped, bound, as his cock ached perfectly. 

Maybe it was fucked up to get off on the memory of being chained 
to Bishop’s stairs. Kit didn’t care. Being fucked up was nothing new. 
At least this kind of fucked up was fun. 

Darius maneuvered Kit onto the couch, each movement a gentle, 
silent command. Kit ended up kneeling on the couch, bent over, his 
chest braced on the broad arm. His head hung over the edge as Darius 
settled on the cushions behind him. 

Kit tested the cuffs as Darius worked his jeans and briefs down past 
his hips. He barely felt the room’s chill before Darius’s hot, broad 
hands massaged into his ass. 

“Damn, you’re a tiny thing,” Darius mused. “Speak up if anything’s 
too much, okay?” 

“That'll be difficult when I’m fucking his throat,” James said. 
“Catch.” There was a crinkle of plastic—James throwing the lube and 
condom to Darius. 

Darius set the supplies aside and spread Kit’s ass apart. His thumb 
traced over Kit’s sensitive hole. “That’s true. All right, if James doesn’t 
let you talk, your safe word is biting off his dick.” 

“Darius! You monster!” James knelt in front of Kit and pushed his 
face up. “Kit loves my dick, don’t you, babe?” 

Kit’s mind was already too hazy for sarcasm. “Yeah,” he breathed, 
arching to push his ass into Darius’s hands. “I really love your dick.” 

James rewarded him with a messy kiss. “That’s my perfect little 
slut,” he murmured, standing back up—as Darius pressed a slick 
fingertip against Kit’s hole. 


The praise and pressure combined to make Kit whimper. Then 
Darius’s finger slid home inside him, and his vision fogged out. He 
whimpered again. 

“Kit,” Darius said, his voice stern. “Can you point with one finger 
for me?” 

Weird, but Kit would do anything Darius asked right now. He 
unclenched his right fist enough to stick out his index finger. 

“Perfect,” Darius said. “Pll be watching your hands. If your mouth 
is full, just point, and we'll check in.” 

Right. That was smart. Very responsible. Kit almost wished Darius 
hadn’t said it. Kit just wanted to let go. Give himself over, so James 
and Darius could do whatever the fuck they wanted to him. 

Except probably the only reason he trusted them was that, despite 
all the blood on their hands, Darius and James were both responsible 
in bed. 

James wrapped a hand in Kit’s hair and yanked his head up, so Kit 
could see the expression on James’s face. Ravenous, completely fixed 
on him. “That’s it,” James said, unbuckling his belt with one hand. 
“Keep those pretty green eyes on me.” 

Kit couldn’t even nod with James’s hand in his hair. His eyes 
snapped up, as ordered. Anticipation tightened within him. James and 
Darius had put him exactly where they wanted him. Kit didn’t have to 
do anything. So much easier than lying down and posing for photos. 

Don’t think about that, Kit scolded himself. 

Forgetting was easy when Darius shoved another finger inside him. 
Kit moaned at the stretch. Darius worked him open more steadily than 
James ever did. James alternated between slow teases and quick 
pounding. This efficient, thorough fingering was just as 
overwhelming. 

“How does that feel?” Darius asked, his voice maddeningly steady. 
“Think you’re ready for a little more?” 

“Yeah,” Kit breathed. 

Then James pulled out his cock and smeared the wet tip against 
Kit’s lips. 

Kit opened his mouth, panting and eager. But James didn’t shove 
in. He rubbed his hot, red cock against Kit’s cheek, smearing precum 
all over him. 

“Fuck, you look hot like this.” James’s eyes were dark and intent. 
Holding Kit fast by the hair, he pushed Kit’s face against the base of 
his cock and balls. “I could get off just humping your pretty face.” 

The scent of sweat and cum invaded Kit’s lungs. He felt drunk on it 
as Darius’s fingers left his hole, and something far larger lined up in 


their place. 

“Relax, Kit,” Darius said, then pushed in with slow, perfect, 
maddening control. 

Kit muffled his whimper against James’s cock. He was completely 
slicked up and stretched, but Darius’s sheer size was still 
overwhelming. Or maybe it was just how fucking slowly he moved. 
Even when James tried to tease Kit, he never did it quite like this. 
Slowly enough for Kit to adjust to every new inch, to adapt, before the 
next inch drove his nerves into disarray all over again. 

When Kit managed to look up again, James was completely 
focused on Kit’s face, and that was overwhelming too. 

Darius stroked Kit’s trembling back, his broad hand spanning him 
nearly completely. “How does that feel?” 


“Feels like there’s a cock in my ass,” Kit gasped. 


James slapped his cock across Kit’s face. “Be a good boy and 
answer him.” 

Fuck, that was hot. Kit jerked, clenching down on Darius’s cock. 

Darius chuckled. “Do you like being a good boy, Kit?” 

“Shut up.” Kit couldn’t hide his flush, not with James holding his 
head up. He didn’t want to, though. He liked the soft, hungry look in 
James’s eyes. “Yeah, I guess.” 

“I like when you’re a good boy too,” Darius said, finally sliding out 
again. Just a couple of inches, before he slowly thrust back inside Kit. 
“T can’t give you what you want if you don’t tell me.” 

Kit couldn’t look away from James, but he was still hyperaware of 
Darius’s every breath and movement. Behind him. Inside him. He 
imagined he could feel every thick vein of Darius’s cock rubbing 
inside his ass. “I want you to fuck me. A lot faster than this.” 


“Are you sure?” Darius asked, tracing Kit’s arm. Tugging the cuffs. 
His voice lowered, sending shivers down Kit’s spine. “I thought you 
wanted us to take control.” 

Kit whimpered, jerking against the cuffs. The metal bite was a 
welcome pain, accentuating the pleasure sparking through his entire 
body as Darius set about fucking him in earnest. 

Darius hardly moved any faster than before, but he braced one foot 
on the floor for better leverage. He pulled out farther and shoved in 
deeper, working Kit into a panting, breathless mess. 

Kit moaned against James’s cock, which poured precum all over 
his cheeks. His mouth hung open, and he felt empty still. He wanted 
James’s cock so much. But even more than that, he wanted to wait. He 
wanted to let them control him. 


He wanted to be good. 


They hadn’t even touched Kit’s cock, and he was already so fucking 
close. His cock bobbed, leaking, every time Darius shoved all the way 
in. Every thrust angled Darius’s thick cock against Kit’s prostate, and 
Kit’s nerves tingled sharply, nearly ready to spill. 

Nothing hurt. Everything was perfect. 

Except it couldn’t be perfect yet, because when James finally slid 
his cock into Kit’s open mouth? That was perfect. 

Kit closed his lips instinctively, suckling on James’s cockhead. He 
was clumsier than usual, too distracted and overwhelmed, but that 
was okay. James liked Kit sloppy and clumsy. James liked Kit however 
he was, and Kit was too far gone right now to disparage James’s 
terrible taste in messy emo boys. 

“Don’t suck me,” James rasped. “Don’t do anything. Just let me 
fuck you, babe.” 

Even better. Kit closed his eyes, let his mouth hang open. And 
James did exactly as he promised. 

There. That was exactly what Kit needed. Darius slowly turned him 
inside out, and James forcefully controlled his every breath. Kit didn’t 
know how he’d ever gotten through an emotional crisis before he had 
this. 

Truth was, he hadn’t. Before this, he’d just gone numb and empty, 
until parts of him were missing. 

Kit couldn’t be empty right now. He couldn’t be numb. He couldn’t 
be anything but full and incandescent and alive. Being small and 
vulnerable never felt so good before. His body and lips both stretched 
around the two massive cocks, but the men’s intense focus pierced 
him even deeper. Like they were filling Kit’s gaping need for attention. 

They kept talking to him. Darius kept asking how he felt, if this 
was good, even though Kit couldn’t answer. James praised his dirty 
mouth, how perfect and red his lips were. How slutty he looked with 
cum on his face. 

Kit just surrendered to their words. Whatever they thought he was, 
that was what he wanted to be right now. A good boy. A dirty little 
slut. Gorgeous. 

“Three seconds,” James said, and stuck his thumb between Kit’s 
teeth, holding his mouth open. 

Jaw straining, Kit blinked his eyes open. James waited for eye 
contact before sliding deeper, deeper into Kit’s mouth—all the way 
down his throat. 

Kit choked and swallowed helplessly around James’s cock. Tears 
welled in his eyes. He couldn’t breathe. His balls tightened, pleasure 
racing electric through his entire body, until—the three seconds were 


up. James withdrew as promised, before Kit could come. 


Gasping, Kit had just enough breath left to demand, “Do that 
again.” 

He’d never seen James’s grin quite that feral before. “Whatever 
you want, babe,” James purred. He gave Kit another moment to 
breathe before thrusting deep into his throat again. 

Kit’s eyes watered as he choked on James’s cock. Nearly too large 
to fit inside him, just like Darius filling his ass. Kit’s lips stretched 
around James’s girth, and the shock made him clench down harder on 
Darius too. He was completely full, completely surrounded. Euphoria 
bubbled through his hazy mind. He didn’t have any room left for 
anxiety in his hammering heart. 

Each painful-perfect moment seemed to last forever. As Kit’s vision 
fogged dark, James pulled out—at the same time as Darius reached 
around to tug Kit’s cock. Between his hand and the cock grinding into 
Kit’s prostate, Kit didn’t care about trying to make this last. Lighting 
up with oxygen and touch, he gave a strangled cry and came all over 
Darius’s hand. 

“Did he just come?” James asked, addressing Darius directly for 
the first time in a while. 


Still milking the last drops of cum from Kit’s cock, Darius 
answered, “Yeah, and he tightened up like a vise.” 

“God, I love that.” James slid his hand into Kit’s hair again to 
adjust his grip. “Finish up quick. He feels amazing when he’s all 
sensitive after coming.” 

Fuck. There was something really hot about them talking about 
him like this. Like Kit was a toy they were sharing. Except they were 
so clearly focused on him, Darius’s hands bruising into his hips, James 
sliding his cock against Kit’s swollen lips. Kit’s mouth hung open, 
sucking air into his sore throat, even as Darius drove new whimpers 
from his fucked-out body. 

“Close your eyes, pretty boy,” James said, his voice tense. Kit knew 
that sound. It meant James was about to come. 

Kit closed his eyes just before the first rope of cum splashed across 
his cheek. The next landed across his open mouth, covering his teeth 
and lower lip. Kit almost swallowed on instinct, wanting as much 
inside him as possible. But instead, he hung there, cuffed over the 
couch, and let James cover the rest of his face as he pleased. 

Yeah, Kit much preferred this kind of face paint. His mind was 
completely blank and happy, just like he wanted, by the time Darius 
shuddered to a finish inside him too. 


The good kind of blank. If Kit could feel like this forever, that 


would be perfect. 


Kit’s good mood lasted well into the next day. Contentment was easy 
when he was too fucked-out to feel anything else. But even the most 
amazing fuck was only a temporary solution. It lasted until James left 
for a late day at the office—leaving Kit alone with his thoughts in the 
echoing mansion. 

His wrist itched under his sweatshirt. 

Two cups of coffee, a bowl of oatmeal to try to counteract the 
neurotic caffeine buzz, and a third cup of coffee mysteriously failed to 
calm him down. He was tragically out of weed gummies—did any of 
the local dispensaries deliver? Apparently not. Kit moved from room 
to room, flipping between stupid phone games. He’d never been more 
tempted to blow all the money James gave him on in-game currency, 
just for a barrage of dopamine hits. 

Kit didn’t want to be alone right now. A simple text message could 
have James back here in twenty minutes. Darius would probably be 
just as easy. Except without the distraction of a handcuffed threesome, 
they would know Kit was upset. They weren’t stupid. 

Calling Bishop over would be even worse. Kit was in such a weird, 
fragile mood, he would end up spilling his guts at the slightest 
questioning. 

Any of them would want to talk about Kit’s problems. Kit didn’t 
want to talk about his problems. He just wanted a distraction, to give 
his nerves time to settle back to a manageable state. 

He didn’t even consider texting his... not friends, just shitheads he 
knew, from his first few months in San Corvo. The people he hopped 
couches with before he ended up at Uncle Ed’s place. Not worth trying 
to explain what he’d been up to since the massacre. 

So, texting Holden was the only sensible solution. 

Kit felt bad using such a nice, normal college student as a human 
fidget spinner to focus on. But considering how interested Holden 
seemed... Kit had a feeling Holden wouldn’t mind. 

Flopping over on James’s side of the bed, Kit shot off a couple of 
texts. 


Kit: heyy 

Kit: what are you doing today 

Holden: hark! a ray of sunshine appears to part the dark clouds of 
my suffering :D :D :D 

Holden: i’ve handcuffed myself in the school library. i have an 
absolutely disgusting paper due tomorrow :( :( 


Kit rolled onto his stomach, trying not to feel too disappointed. 
Expecting Holden to be available whenever Kit wanted was pretty self- 
centered. Kit should already be feeling spoiled with the two men he 
fucked yesterday, not pouting that a third guy wasn’t ready at his beck 
and call. 


Whatever. Kit wouldn’t make that Holden’s problem. 


Kit: lol have fun don’t die 
Holden: wait. why did you ask what i was doing? 


Kit chewed his lip. He felt bad disturbing Holden when he was 
studying, but not bad enough to resist texting back. 


Kit: i wanted to maybe hang out but i forgot it was a weekday. 
maybe this weekend instead? 


Holden’s reply was nearly instantaneous—and not believable at all. 


Holden: lol just kidding ;) ;) ;) i’m totally free today. where should 
I pick you up?? 

Kit: no way. i’m not fucking up your paper. we can hang out this 
weekend 

Holden: awww you’re so thoughtful!!! 


Holden: this weekend is good but today is better. hang out with me 
in the library while i work ;) 


Kit: i don’t want to distract you.... 


Okay, that was a total lie. Kit really, really wanted to distract Holden. 
But he would do his best to restrain his selfish impulses. 


Holden: pretty please? :D :D i’m very good at multitasking 


Holden: don’t think too hard about it. just come over. Imk when 
you’re outside, and i'll let you in 


Holden’s next message was the campus library address. Then a map of 
the USC campus with a heart drawn around the specific library. 

There wasn’t actually a question in Holden’s last message. Kit 
didn’t have to agree or disagree with anything. All he had to do was 
accept what each of them actually wanted. Kit’s self-restraint only 
went so far, and his need for company outweighed his guilt over 
Holden’s academic progress. 


Kit: kk 
Holden: ;D ;D ;D 


And Kit couldn’t help the stupid grin on his face as he switched text 
conversations to tell James: heads up, i’m borrowing carla :) 
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securing his prize after a careful chase 


“Am I supposed to be in here?” Kit asked as Holden swiped them 
through the library entrance. 

“If you’re not, I’m the one who will get in trouble.” Holden 
pocketed his student ID and grinned down at Kit. “I’m happy to take 
the heat for you, cutie.” 

“Pd rather you didn’t,” Kit said. The library itself looked enough 
like a prison, clearly built during an oppressively drab architectural 
trend. Kit didn’t like the thought of Holden being locked away. He was 
so nice. 

Holden only grinned wider. “Don’t worry, the authorities won’t 
catch me. I’m very fast.” 

He looked Kit up and down. Kit was about to ask if there was 
something on his face when Holden reached out and took his hand. 


The movement was slow enough that Kit could pull away if he 
wanted to. But he didn’t want to. Holden wasn’t as callused as Darius 
or James, but his long fingers surrounded Kit’s hand completely. For 
all the hesitation when Holden reached out, now that he held Kit, his 
grip was firm. Like he was securing his prize after a careful chase. 

The warmth of Holden’s touch spread through Kit, and he bit his 
lip to hide his stupid smile. 

Holden led Kit to the second floor of the library, then to a section 
of quiet study tables in between the stacks. Most of the tables were 
empty, and the few students had plenty of room to spread out with 
their books and laptops. Holden stopped at the far end of one table, 
where a backpack and pile of books sat unattended. 

“Is this yours?” Kit asked. “Someone could have stolen it.” 

“Then Pd have a sob story to get an extension on this essay,” 
Holden said cheerfully. “Besides, there’s nothing important there. I left 
my laptop in my apartment.” 

Kit tried pulling away, intending to sit across the table from 
Holden. But Holden just tightened his grip, so Kit had no choice but to 
sit in the chair to Holden’s left instead. Holden only let go when they 


were both sitting—and scooted his own chair closer to Kit’s. 

“Pm almost done here,” Holden said, sliding a spiral notebook 
closer. 

“Take your time.” Kit didn’t want to distract Holden. Well, not 
enough to leave. But enough to feel a little bad about this. 

Holden seemingly had no issues with the situation. He flipped open 
a book, grabbed a pen—and then dropped his left hand to Kit’s thigh. 

“Tm just taking notes and organizing the evidence,” Holden 
explained. “TIl type up the final version later.” 

“Sure.” Kit hoped it wasn’t obvious he hadn’t written an essay 
since he dropped out of high school two years ago. “I promise I won’t 
look at what yow’re writing.” 

Holden’s thumb stroked the outside of Kit’s thigh, barely-there 
through his jeans but tingling all the way through Kit’s leg. A smug 
smile was audible in his voice. “Look as much as you like. I don’t 
mind.” 

“If I think you’re not concentrating, I’m going to leave,” Kit said 
sternly—but quietly. He didn’t see any librarians, but that didn’t mean 
they weren’t lurking in the corners. 

Holden chuckled. His thumb kept moving, tracing tiny circles. “I 
promise I'll be good.” 

“See that you are.” Kit slumped back in the chair. After triple- 
checking his phone was muted, he flipped open a game and started 
playing. 

This was exactly what Kit had been doing at James’s house. But for 
some reason, sitting next to Holden was completely different. Kit 
hated the thought of depending on people, but fuck, it felt better 
sitting around doing nothing with someone than doing it by himself. 

And Holden was exactly what Kit needed right now. An antidote to 
the insanity of the past couple days. Yesterday, Kit dressed up as a 
corpse so a professional assassin could stage his death. That was a lot 
even if Kit wasn’t a freak who was triggered by photographs. 

This blocky, boring, quiet library might have been maddening. The 
whisper of pens and clatter of keyboards. The quick, echoing 
footsteps. The squeaks of side rooms opening and closing—the doors 
squeaking even louder when people tried moving them slowly. 

Except Holden’s constant touch kept Kit grounded in himself. 
Focused, and increasingly forgetful of his vow not to interfere with 
Holden’s schoolwork. 

Because while Holden worked, flipping pages and copying 
quotations and underlining whatever, his left hand remained on Kit. 
Starting from Kit’s thigh, then moving to Kit’s shoulder. Then his other 


shoulder, so Holden was half-hugging him as he worked. Gradually, 
their chairs slid closer together, until Kit’s thigh pressed against 
Holden’s. 

Kit lost three mini games in a row before he gave up and locked 
his phone. Shoving his hands in his sweatshirt pockets, he followed 
the inevitable natural course of things and leaned against Holden. 

Only when he fully relaxed under Holden’s arm did he realize how 
tense he had been. 

Holden squeezed Kit’s opposite arm, then his hand crept lower, 
joining Kit’s hand in his sweatshirt pocket. The pocket was nearly too 
small for both their hands to fit, until Holden covered the back of Kit’s 
hand with his palm and slotted his fingers in between Kit’s. 

Kit chewed his lip, trying not to squirm too obviously. Ducking his 
head, he kind of hoped nobody else was paying attention. He also 
kind of didn’t care, as long as Holden didn’t let go. 

What the actual fuck? Since when did holding hands feel this 
slutty? 

The whole time, Holden seemed totally focused on his work. His 
pen only stopped moving when he pulled a book closer to reference, 
and he filled two full pages of his spiral notebook. Like he was some 
kind of essay-outlining, Kit-maddening combo machine. 

Twenty minutes later, Holden set down his pen and murmured into 
Kit’s ear, “I need another book. Come with me.” 

“Sure,” Kit managed, his throat dry. 

Holden disentangled himself, leaving Kit suddenly aware of how 
cold the air conditioned building was. Kit expected Holden to grab his 
hand again. Instead, Holden frowned and fished in his front pocket for 
something. A piece of paper—but a small white object fell to the 
ground too. 

“Shit!” Holden knelt and waved Kit back from helping. “Thanks, 
cutie, I’ve got it.” 

“What is it?” Kit asked. 

Holden straightened up again with an easy smile. “One of my 
friend’s DND dice. She left them at my place last time we played.” 

It hadn’t looked like a die—Kit hadn’t seen any pips, and it was too 
small. But he hadn’t gotten a good look at it, and he was still buzzing 
and hot with Holden’s mere presence. 

“What friend?” Kit asked, trying to sound cool. He was such a 
fucking hypocrite. Here Kit was, the day after fucking two guys at 
once, still sore from Darius’s cock, and he was jealous of Holden 
playing tabletop games with a friend. 

Holden’s smile just widened. “Don’t be jealous of Soraya. I’m 


extremely gay, which means I only like boys. I’m also extremely picky, 
which means I only like really cute boys.” 

“I wasn’t jealous,” Kit protested. Not very believably, probably. 

“That’s too bad.” Holden glanced at the piece of paper, then tossed 
it on the table. “Come on, the book should be in this section.” 

Stewing in his own hypocrisy, plus unreasonable disappointment 
that Holden hadn’t taken his hand again, Kit followed Holden into the 
stacks. The shelves were metal, and this far in the corner, tall enough 
to block out some of the overhead lighting. Kit briefly paused at a sign 
that said in bold red font: NO SWINGING ON LADDERS. 

“What’s your paper about anyway?” Kit asked, hurrying to catch 
up. 

Holden stood at the very end of the aisle, where the shelf met the 
wall. His long fingers jumped from spine to spine as he inspected the 
books in front of him. “It’s for my sociology elective. Come look at 
this.” 

The molten heat in his eyes said Holden wasn’t thinking about 
textbooks right now. 

After all the flirting and fondling, Kit expected the trap. He wanted 
it. He was somehow still surprised when Holden pushed him against 
the wall and seized his mouth in a kiss. 

The kiss was deceptively sweet. Every touch was so gentle that Kit 
didn’t realize how well he was caught until he could barely breathe. 
Until Holden had already invaded his very lungs, each soft movement 
another tightening of invisible chains. 

Kit didn’t notice Holden’s hands falling to his hips until Holden 
pushed his shirt up an inch. Not too much, just enough to tease Kit’s 
exposed skin. 

Holden kissed the corners of Kit’s lips. “You taste even better than 
you look, darling.” 

The endearment short-circuited Kit’s brain. Panting for breath, Kit 
grabbed Holden’s arms. He meant to pull Holden away, but instead he 
just held him. The skin-to-skin contact was electrifying. 

“Someone could see us,” Kit whispered. Was there a rule against 
making out in the library? Kit wasn’t sure. Maybe that sort of thing 
was okay in universities. He’d never had reason to check. 

“Let them.” Holden’s thumbs rubbed Kit’s bare stomach, the 
softness of his touch entirely at odds with the intensity of his focus. 
“One look at you, and they’ll know why I couldn’t control myself.” 

Holden leaned in again. Kit bit his lip on a shameless moan as 
Holden kissed a wet line along his jaw, then down his neck. First a 
breath exhaled against Kit’s sensitive skin, then the press of lips just as 


soft as the breath. Kit’s pulse soared with the tenderness. 

Holden’s hands never left Kit’s waist, but every soft touch crept 
into every part of Kit’s body. He was already so keyed up from the 
teasing at the table. 

Kit couldn’t hold back his whimper when Holden’s teeth edged 
against his neck. Holden latched on with the slightest pressure. There 
was barely any pain, but Kit knew the bruise on his neck would last. 

Maybe that idea shouldn’t excite Kit so much. 

Kit stared up at the stark gray ceiling, until Holden left his neck. 
Holden kissed Kit’s lips again, surrounding him in sweetness. 

“T got a little carried away.” Holden fingered the side of Kit’s neck. 
“Will your boyfriend mind?” 

The question woke Kit from his breathless daze. He hadn’t even 
thought of that. He hadn’t thought about James or Darius, anyone else 
except Holden, since the moment Holden grabbed him. 

Kit licked his lips. “He might be annoyed. He might like it.” 

Because James had shared just fine with Darius last night, and he 
was clearly open to the idea of sharing in general. But emotions 
weren’t always rational. Hypotheticals were one thing. The reality of a 
stranger’s mark on Kit’s neck might be something else entirely. 

Kit was new at this whole relationship, dating, admitting-his- 
feelings thing. But he wasn’t new to irrational obsessions. 

He had a feeling this wouldn’t be a problem problem, though. 

Kit just shrugged under Holden’s heated gaze and admitted, “Even 
if he’s annoyed, working it out will probably be pretty hot.” 

For just an instant, the atmosphere changed. Holden’s jaw tensed, 
and a chill shivered across the back of Kit’s neck. 

But Holden relaxed the next moment. His frown wasn’t angry—just 
concerned. He gave Kit some space and lifted Kit’s chin with a finger. 
“If he gives you trouble... if anyone gives you trouble, you call me, 
okay?” 

“T will,” Kit said, and Holden’s smile was worth it. So was Holden’s 
dismay when Kit grinned back and added, “Now, shouldn’t you finish 
that essay?” 

“You’re brutal,” Holden complained, but allowed Kit to lead the 
way back towards their table. 

Rubbing his neck dry with his sleeve, Kit reflected on Holden’s 
offer. Kit had lied so easily. If James gave him trouble, Kit would 
probably just try to disappear again. Darius and Bishop were both 
James’s friends before Kit met them. And Holden didn’t know that 
James was an experienced revenge killer. Much less Darius. An 
ordinary college student threatening them was amusing, but kind of 


sweet. 

Kit would prefer none of his guys come into actual conflict with 
each other. At least while Kit was still deciding what exactly he 
wanted to do with all of them. 

And what he wanted all of them to do with him. 

Hopefully Holden’s plans didn’t include more semi-public library 
teasing. Kit wasn’t going to be able to take much more of that. 

But Kit didn’t even make it back to the table. Instead, he noticed a 
familiar face at the next table over. He recognized the pixie cut and 
the charms on her phone—Joyce Takahashi. The girl from Marco 
Fernandez’s astronomy class. 

The girl Marco cheated on his girlfriend with. 

“You get back to work,” Kit said, tugging Holden’s sleeve. “I’ll be 
back in a minute.” 

He half-expected Holden to insist on following him. But Holden 
just winked. “Sure, darling. Don’t take too long.” 

Holden’s obvious attention was the only thing that followed Kit 
towards Joyce’s table. 

Kit and Bishop had talked about the case a few times since the 
vigil. Bishop brought the files over to James’s place for morbid dinner 
dates. So far Bishop had followed up on most of the leads, leaving Kit 
to organize the paperwork. The only person who hadn’t responded to 
Bishop’s contact attempts was Joyce. 

That seemed weird to Kit, since Joyce hadn’t had any problems 
talking at the vigil. Maybe she was more nervous about authority 
figures. Kit probably shouldn’t act without letting Bishop know, but 
this was too good an opportunity to pass up. 

“Hi,” Kit said quietly, waving a little when she looked up. “It was 
Joyce, right?” 

Joyce looked tired. The laptop screen was turned away from Kit, 
but the notebook next to it was open to a page with a title, date, and 
nothing else. “Right. Sorry, what was your name again?” 

“Pm Kit.” He couldn’t remember if he’d actually introduced himself 
to her last time. Probably not. “Sorry, I didn’t want to bother you.” 

“No, it’s fine.” Joyce waved at her empty notebook page. “You’re 
just interrupting my important procrastination.” 

Kit gave an exaggerated grimace. “Oh, wow, I’m really sorry!” He 
shrugged his hands into his sweatshirt pockets. “Seriously, Pll leave 
you alone. I just wanted to ask how you’ve been.” 

The grin froze off of Joyce’s face. Her gaze darted away from Kit, 
then back towards him. 


“T’ve been fine,” Joyce said. Then she burst into tears. 
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He was used to seeing Kit as the victim. 


Kit had even less experience dealing with crying people than he had in 
outlining essays. When Joyce’s face crumpled into sobs, Kit’s first 
reaction probably should have been something noble and kind- 
hearted. He should have said something reassuring. 

If Kit had a tissue, he would have offered Joyce a tissue. But Kit 
didn’t have a tissue, and he didn’t know what to say. 

“Are you okay?” Kit asked, which just made Joyce cry harder. 

Kit looked around desperately for help, and mostly just saw other 
students starting to stare. Fuck. Joyce covered her face, muffling her 
sobs without stopping them at all, and Kit suddenly recognized what 
she was trying to do—hide. She didn’t want all these people to see her 
like this. 

That was something Kit had experience with. “Hey, let’s go 
somewhere else, okay?” Kit said, his voice lower and less panicked. He 
gave her a small smile and pointed to one of the meeting rooms off to 
the side. “Maybe one of those rooms?” 

Joyce wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “They’re locked,” she managed 
to whisper. “Um, can you watch my stuff? I'll just—there’s a bathroom 
downstairs.” 

Then her eyes widened, and Kit turned around to find Holden. The 
overhead lights illuminated him like a guardian angel descending to 
Kit’s rescue—if guardian angels wore man buns and slung backpacks 
over one shoulder. 

“Take this,” Holden said, pressing a card on a lanyard into Kit’s 
hand. “That unlocks room 203, right over there. I’ll grab Joyce’s 
stuff.” 

Kit didn’t know why Holden happened to have the room key, and 
he didn’t care. Joyce had already taken off towards the meeting room, 
so Kit hurried after her. 

The meeting room light turned on automatically, revealing a single 
large table surrounded by dented chairs. Joyce collapsed into one of 
the chairs, still covering her face. 


When Holden appeared a moment later, Kit took Joyce’s bag and 
asked, “Could you track down some tissues?” 

“Yeah, I’ll be right back,” Holden said, retrieving the keycard 
before taking off on his new mission. 

Kit closed the door and turned around. Joyce had stopped sobbing 
to stare at him. 

“Sorry, I can go.” Kit set Joyce’s bag on the table. “I’m so sorry for 
bothering you, PI just—” 

“No, no.” Joyce rubbed her eyes with her sleeves. “I wanted to ask 
you something, actually. I didn’t expect to see you here.” 

Kit dropped into another chair. “I didn’t expect to see you either. 
Um. Ask whatever you want?” 

Joyce blinked rapidly and took a deep breath. “You were at the 
vigil with that detective, right? Matthew Bishop?” 

Kit straightened up. “Yeah, I was there with Bishop. That’s... that’s 
actually why I wanted to talk to you today.” 

“He left me a message.” Joyce fiddled with her phone charms. Her 
eyes were still red, but she looked much calmer. “He wanted to ask 
me about Marco, but I don’t know if I should talk to him.” 

As Bishop’s employee, kind of, Kit should probably try persuading 
her. That was what he intended to do when he saw her today. But he 
felt too much kinship with Joyce in that moment to do anything like 
that. 

“Don’t talk to Bishop if you have anything to hide,” Kit said 
bluntly. “If there’s something true you want to tell him, or a question 
you want a true answer to, then call him back. That’s what he’s for.” 

Joyce’s gaze went distant—then snapped back to Kit. “I don’t want 
to tell anyone anything, but I think I need to. I just... It keeps eating 
at me. I thought it would stop. It doesn’t stop.” 

There was a fierce light in her eyes now. Kit couldn’t doubt her 
determination. “You should talk to him, then.” 

“T don’t know if my information will help anything,” Joyce said. “I 
don’t want to talk to the cops. I mean, I will if I have to. But I don’t 
want to.” 

Kit shrugged in his chair. “Bishop doesn’t like the cops either. If he 
can avoid telling them shit, he will.” 

“That’s good.” She fiddled with her phone charms more. “Do you 
think you’d mind meeting him with me? I don’t want to go alone, but 
I don’t want to bring anyone I know either.” 

Kit understood that too. He slid his phone out of his pocket. 
“Absolutely. Do you want me to see when he’s free?” 


When Joyce nodded, Kit started typing. 


Kit: hey i’m with joyce takahashi rn. she wants to talk to you. when 
are you free? 

Bishop: Is now good? 

Kit: ? 

Bishop: I’m parked outside the library. 


Kit stared at his phone, then at the window that only showed a slice of 
sky and building tops. The tracking device he’d nearly forgotten 
suddenly weighed heavy in his pocket. He hadn’t given it back after 
the vigil. He kept it on him out of a strange sense of security. 

After being so lost for so long, there was something comforting 
about certain people being able to keep tabs on him. 

Kit just hadn’t expected Bishop to actually use the device. 


Kit: lol?? 

Kit: stalker 

Bishop: James said you were going out alone. 

Kit: did he ask you to follow me, or did you decide that on your 
own???? 

Bishop: Is Joyce free now? 


Graciously letting Bishop’s question-avoiding slide for now, Kit lifted 
his head. “Bishop’s in the area. Are you free right now?” 

Joyce exhaled. “Yeah. Yeah, now is good. Let’s get this over with.” 

As Kit texted over Joyce’s reply, the door swung open, revealing 
Holden with a box of tissues. “Sorry I took so long,” he said, handing 
them to Joyce. “I had to sweet-talk a librarian.” 

“Whatever the mission takes.” Kit stood up. “We’re going to meet 
up with Bishop. Um.” Part of Kit wanted to invite Holden along. Even 
though there was absolutely no reason to, and probably a lot of 
reasons not to. Kit just didn’t want to say goodbye yet. 

Holden once again rescued Kit from making a hard decision. “I 
hate to abandon you, but I really should finish my essay.” 

“Right, yes. Be responsible.” Kit gave a small smile. “Thank you 
for... yeah.” 

Holden’s eyes crinkled in an answering grin. “Any time, darling.” 

He didn’t actually lean in and kiss Kit’s cheek. But his gaze was so 
sweet and warm, it felt like he had. Kit hoped he wasn’t blushing 
when Joyce finished tidying herself up and said she was ready to go. 

Joyce didn’t say anything until they exited the library. Then, as 
they waited under a shady overhang, she said, “He must really like 
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you. 

“What?” Kit said intelligently. 

“Holden.” Joyce hugged herself. “He’s usually kind of cold. Not 
mean. He’s just not super friendly.” 

Kit wasn’t sure how to reply. He couldn’t imagine—no, he could 
imagine Holden as cold. There were flashes of that, now that Kit 
thought about it. Little glimpses of steel beneath the fluffy surface. 
Just gone so quickly, they seemed like mirages. 

Before he could decide what to make of Joyce’s words, Bishop’s car 
pulled up. 

“That’s him,” Kit said, and led the way to the car. 

Bishop got out to greet them, holding out a hand for Joyce to 
shake. Kit hung back as they talked, distracted from thoughts of 
Holden by how strange it was to see Bishop like this. Bishop barely 
looked at Kit, seemingly totally focused on Joyce. He was soft-spoken, 
professional. He had such an approachable, nonthreatening air. 

Like he was a completely different person from the man who had 
handcuffed Kit, let James duct tape Kit’s mouth, and held Kit captive 
for days. 

No. Bishop was the same person. Because through all of that, 
Bishop had been concerned for Kit’s wellbeing. 

The same as now, Bishop had been fulfilling his self-assigned 
calling. 

Kit slid into the backseat when Joyce took the front—she was 
going to direct Bishop to her apartment. Which gave Kit the 
opportunity to text Holden as Bishop drove. 


Kit: why did you have the keycard to the meeting room? 
Holden: ohhh so you noticed that? 

Holden: i grabbed it as soon as you agreed to meet me at the 
library 

Holden: so we’d have somewhere to make out ;) 


Kit ducked his head, certain his face was burning. He was incredibly 
aware of Bishop sitting mere feet away. 


Kit: why bother??? you had no problem kissing me between the 
shelves?? 


The next reply was a little slow, each second ticking through Kit’s 
heart. 


Holden: hmmm. would i scare you off if i said i wanted to do more 
than just kiss you? 


“You can park there,” Joyce said from the front seat, and Bishop 
pulled into a parking space outside a small apartment building. 

Kit dashed off a final reply to Holden—wé¢f you are the WORST at 
studying—then followed Bishop and Joyce out of the car. 


Time to find out what secret Joyce needed to share. 


“Thanks for agreeing to talk with me,” Bishop said, setting his notepad 
and pen on the table. “If you’re done at any point, or you just need a 
minute, let me know and we can take a break.” He had a recorder in 
his briefcase on the floor, turned off, and an app on his phone, 
currently recording. Not that he could use the information for 
anything important—it just beat taking notes. 

Bishop wasn’t as tech-savvy as James, but he was happy to take 
advantage of tools that made his life easier. Like the tracking coin Kit 
still carried on his person. 


“Thanks.” Joyce sat in the seat across from Bishop. Her eyes were 
red, but she looked calm. Not as intimidated as Bishop expected, 
though she kept looking over at Kit, as if for reassurance. 

Kit sat between them at Joyce’s small kitchen table. The apartment 
was the basic student housing type, with relentlessly beige walls and a 
kitchen barely big enough for the table they sat at now. Broken-down 
cardboard boxes were shoved behind the couch in the next room, and 
Bishop didn’t see any of the decorations he would have expected 
based on her charm-laden cellphone. 

Too tidy for a very recent move, but not lived-in enough for Joyce 
to have been here long. The strangest part was that she didn’t appear 
to have a roommate. Bishop didn’t see college students without 
roommates often, so either Joyce or her parents must be well-off. 

Or she was particularly motivated to live alone. 

Bishop had a feeling he would find out why within the hour. There 
was something off about this case. Something missing. The three dead 
students were connected, but everyone Bishop talked to had a 
different idea of how close they had been to each other. Other strange 
breadcrumbs, like Marco’s missing laptop and an unusual amount of 
money in Timothy’s wallet. 

Joyce wasn’t the first of Marco’s hookups Bishop had talked to. She 
probably wouldn’t be the last either. She was just the most reluctant. 

“Sorry, I’m super thirsty,” Kit said, standing up. “Do you guys want 
water?” 

“Oh no, I’m a terrible host.” Joyce stood up too but sat down again 
when Kit waved her off. 

“No, it’s cool, just tell me where the glasses are.” 


“They’re above the microwave. There’s filtered water in the 
fridge.” Joyce exhaled heavily and met Bishop’s eyes again. “Okay, 
let’s do this. You’re investigating Marco’s case, right?” 

Bishop leaned back, aiming to appear as relaxed as possible, to 
keep the atmosphere calm. “Timothy Wellington’s parents are the ones 
who hired me, so I’m looking into Marco and Victor as they relate to 
Timothy. I’m an independent investigator. That means that if you tell 
me something the real cops need to know about, I’ll tell the right 
people. Anything else can stay in this room with us.” Bishop offered a 
crooked grin and chanced a joke. “I’m an ex-cop for a reason, and it’s 
not that I love the police.” 

Joyce grinned a little back, then relaxed even more when Kit set a 
glass of water down next to her. Kit set a second down next to Bishop, 
then grabbed his own before sitting back down. 

Bishop would have to praise Kit for that later—it was clever to use 
himself as an excuse to get Joyce a glass of water. Helping her without 
acting patronizing. Bishop couldn’t help being surprised by how much 
Kit’s presence seemed to reassure Joyce. 

The realization nearly jarred Bishop out of his professional 
demeanor: he wasn’t used to seeing Kit as the helper. 


He was used to seeing Kit as the victim. 


“Your name came up as a friend of Marco’s,” Bishop said. Time to 
focus on the job—not the watchful young man with a fresh bruise on 
his neck. “I wanted to talk to you because I’ve been talking to all his 
friends. But from Kit’s text, it sounds like you have something more to 
tell me. Do you want to start with little stuff, or get the big stuff out of 
the way?” 

Joyce took a sip of water, then squared her shoulders. “Let’s get it 
over with. I hooked up with Marco last semester at a party. I knew it 
was a bad idea, because he had a girlfriend, but I was drunk. I thought 
it would just be one time. Except then there was another party, and I 
was drunk again, and it kept happening.” 

Bishop didn’t like where this was going, but he didn’t push in any 
particular direction. “How long did this keep happening?” 

“The last month of spring semester. Then over summer, we started, 
um. Texting photos to each other.” Joyce twisted her water glass 
around on the table. 

Kit straightened up, then slouched again in his chair. He grabbed 
his wrist, then buried his hands in his sweatshirt pockets, his gaze 
firmly on Joyce, his breathing steady. Like he was forcing himself to 
relax. 


Bishop wondered about that, but he had to set it aside. His job was 


focusing on Joyce right now. “I know it’s easier said than done, but 
you don’t need to be embarrassed. Were these explicit photos?” 

“Yes,” Joyce said quietly, then shook herself and continued with a 
stronger voice. “I didn’t show my face in any of them, because I was 
paranoid. Except it turns out I wasn’t paranoid, because Marco wasn’t 
keeping the photos to himself.” 

Maybe in a better world, Bishop would have been surprised by 
that. He tapped his phone screen a few times to subtly turn off the 
recording. Better to just use his memory for this. 

“How did you find that out?” Bishop asked. 

“After I came back for fall semester, we started meeting up again. 
Um, one night, Marco remembered he hadn’t emailed his professor 
about something. He logged into his email on my computer.” Joyce 
shrugged. “He remembered to log off after, but I had a keylogger on 
my laptop, because I was worried about my old roommate borrowing 
my stuff. Like I said, ’m kind of paranoid. I was able to get his 
password and log in.” 

Bishop nodded. “What did you find?” 

Joyce paused for another sip of water. When she continued, she 
was calm, her determination carrying her onward. “I found his group 
chat with Tim and Victor. They were talking about selling girls’ photos 
to this asshole they knew. Like, a lot of girls. And this other guy was 
putting them online.” 

Anger swept through Bishop, sudden and visceral. 

All his willpower went towards keeping his veneer of calm intact. 
Joyce would be terrified if she knew how badly Bishop’s hand ached 
for his gun. Bishop couldn’t even look at Kit, because he had a feeling 
Kit would recognize the bloodlust in his eyes. 

He needed evidence. He needed details. He needed to control 
himself, because he wasn’t a monster. But there was a moment in 
every case where Bishop felt which way justice would turn, and right 
now, this was it. 

Maybe Marco’s crimes wouldn’t have risen to a level where Bishop 
needed to kill him. Maybe they would have. Bishop’s anger aside, at 
the end of the day his judgment didn’t matter in this case. Marco was 
already dead. 

Bishop still needed to find out if a more dangerous monster 
haunted this case’s shadows. 


First step, finding out who this asshole Joyce mentioned was. 
Because that sounded like the closest thing to a suspect Bishop had 
found so far in this case. 


“Can you write down the account and login information?” Bishop 


asked calmly, pushing the pen and notebook towards her. “I can keep 
your name out of it, but this might be something I have to tell the 
cops about.” 

Joyce started writing, but said, “Not sure how much good it will do 
you. One of them had deleted the chat records by the time I logged in 
again. Probably Tim or Victor. They were smarter than Marco.” She 
passed the notebook back, with an unexpectedly smug smile. “But I 
can give you the USB I downloaded the account history to the first 
time I logged in.” 

Paranoid and proactive were two of Bishop’s favorite qualities in a 
witness. 

“Smart,” Kit said. 

“Do you know anything about the guy Marco was selling the 
photos to?” Bishop asked. “His name, or anything else about him?” 

“T don’t think he was a student. I think Marco was scared of him, 
based on the conversation I read.” Joyce chewed her lip. “His name 
was Ed Addersen. Do you think he could have killed Marco?” 

Bishop sat back, stunned. 

Across the table, Kit’s wide eyes were equally shocked. Because 
unless there were two lowlifes named Ed Addersen in San Corvo, this 
guy couldn’t have killed Marco Fernandez. 

Bishop had already shot him in the head. 
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“Do you think it’s really a coincidence?” 


Kit had never seen Bishop this rattled. Maybe Bishop had just never let 
Kit see him this rattled. Back in the car, Bishop turned the key to get 
the AC going, but made no move to back out of the space. He only 
buckled his seatbelt after twenty seconds of the system’s insistent 
beeping. 

“You killed Ed,” Kit said. His wrist stung and his hands itched, and 
he shoved them in his pockets. “Or James did.” 

“I did.” Bishop stared into the distance. “What do you know about 
him?” 

Kit tucked one leg up on the seat. He wasn’t as freaked out as he 
maybe should be. Talking about the massacre he met Bishop in. 
Thinking about Joyce’s photos spread and sold against her will. 
Focusing on the case and figuring out the puzzle pieces was strangely 
grounding. 

He liked having a way to help. He wasn’t spiraling. 

No need to claw up his own skin. 

“I don’t know much about him,” Kit said truthfully. He’d known Ed 
for ages, but never talked business. “I stayed at his place, but so did a 
bunch of people. We didn’t talk much. He offered me coke a few 
times, but I don’t do coke.” 

“Good,” Bishop murmured. 

Kit would love to accept the approval, but that felt dishonest. “I’m 
not good. I just tried it once and it didn’t do anything for me, so I’d 
rather use drugs I know I like.” 

Bishop’s blank, distant stare snapped back to Kit. His mouth 
twitched like he was suppressing a laugh. “All right, kid, you’re very 
bad and you’re grounded. Do you know anything else about Ed?” 

Kit frowned. “He was a really bad DJ.” 

They both fell quiet. 

Outside Bishop’s car, the little apartment complex was serene. 
Trees rustled in a faint breeze, and traffic on the nearby through-street 
was just distant background noise. 


“This is weird, isn’t it?” Kit asked. “Like, it’s really weird that you 
killed Ed, and now you're investigating this case, and it turns out Ed 
was involved with the victims. Do you think it’s really a coincidence?” 

Bishop sighed and put the car in reverse. “I don’t think anything 
yet. It could be a coincidence, or it could be the key to everything. But 
developing a theory too early blinds you to other evidence. We need 
more information. I’ll have James look into what Ed might have been 
doing with these college kids’ photos.” 

Kit couldn’t help liking the way Bishop said we. He much preferred 
being on Bishop’s side for something like this, instead of being the 
suspect at the other end of Bishop’s questioning. 

“Its also weird that there haven’t been any other murders,” Kit 
said as they pulled onto the street. “Unless there are others nobody 
noticed, the killer stopped after three.” 


Bishop was fully relaxed now. Back in his element, after the shock 
of Ed’s name coming up. “I wouldn’t call that weird. It’s informative. 
The murders seemed like they were escalating—first a lowkey fake 
suicide. Then a clear murder with post-mortem mutilation. Then 
another murder with pre-mortem torture. But the fact that he stopped 
proves he isn’t out of control. Maybe he’s spooked by the police 
attention.” 

“Or he might have left town,” Kit pointed out. “Or he already got 
what he wanted.” 


Kit couldn’t shake the sense he’d gotten from first looking at the 
crime scene photos. The escalating grisliness. The murders weren’t 
random. They were violent, but not deranged. Victor showed no sign 
of a struggle, of course. But the other two didn’t look like they had a 
chance to struggle either. The killer kept careful control over each of 
them, before and after he killed them. 


His only mistake was leaving the bodies to be found, and killing a 
group of friends similarly enough to be connected. Except Kit wasn’t 
sure that was a mistake. 


Did this murderer want to be found? Did he need the attention, or 
something else? 

Was it a deliberate ploy, or something necessary? Like some killers 
needed to take trophies. They were driven to document their sick 
accomplishments, even though keeping that evidence might unravel 
everything. 

Kit leaned his head against the window, staring out at the other 
cars around them. “What’s your next move?” 

“Pll dig more into Ed, Joyce, and the other names from the victims’ 
close circle. Including your friend Holden.” 


Kit glanced over sharply, then settled against the window again. 
He thought of those little flashes of coldness he felt behind Holden’s 
smile. Gone so quickly Kit might have imagined them. “That’s a good 
idea. He didn’t like how Marco treated Soraya, so it makes sense to 
look at him. To eliminate him or whatever.” 

“Hopefully,” Bishop said. “What do you know about Holden 
Radley?” 

Kit fell silent, off-balance. 

He hadn’t even known Holden’s last name until this moment. All 
Kit knew was the way Holden’s excessive emojis made him laugh. The 
touch of Holden’s hands under his shirt. The way Holden made 
holding hands feel so fucking slutty. 

“What do you know about him?” Kit asked instead of answering. 

Bishop allowed the redirection. “He’s a fourth-year forensics major, 
which means he’d be on my checklist even if he hadn’t spoken to you. 
Minor in computer science. His family’s from San Diego.” 

“I didn’t know those things,” Kit admitted, fingering the bruise on 
his neck. “I like him, but we both know I have the worst taste in 
men.” 

To Kit’s surprise, Bishop chuckled. “I give him plenty of shit, but 
you could do worse than James.” 

“and Darius,” Kit added, trying to sound casual. 

Bishop slowed at a yellow light, then stopped. When the light 
changed from red to green, Bishop asked, “And Darius?” 

“Its not serious, probably. But yeah.” That didn’t feel true when 
Kit said it—about not being serious. But that wasn’t a conversation Kit 
needed to have with Bishop right now. 

“It won’t be. Darius doesn’t do attachments.” Bishop’s jaw tensed. 
“T know I don’t have any right to say this to you, but be careful. I like 
James and Darius, but they’re complicated.” 

“Thank you for the advice about my sex life,” Kit said sweetly, just 
to make Bishop’s jaw tense again. Delightful. Then he cut Bishop some 
slack, and asked, “What else did you find out about Holden? Anything 
interesting?” 

Bishop half-grinned at that. “If Pd found anything interesting, I 
wouldn’t have let you walk into that library with him.” His grin faded. 
“Can I see your wrist?” 

Kit froze. Then shoved up his sleeves. Turned both wrists over, to 
show off every angle. 

“I spilled tea yesterday,” Kit said, feeling smug. Besides the fading 
scalded patch, there wasn’t a single mark. 


“Ts that Darius?” Kit panted, tried to catch a peek at James’s phone 
screen. His neck stung from the bruise James had been biting before 
his phone buzzed. James had been unexpectedly delighted by Kit’s 
hickey from Holden the other day—but even more delighted by 
deepening, intensifying the bruise. Making it his own. 

Apparently, it was possible to have a sharing kink and be 
possessive. 


And apparently, Kit was really fucking into that too. 

“Do you want it to be Darius?” James asked, sitting up and holding 
the phone out of Kit’s reach. 

Kit stuck out his tongue and flopped back on the bed. This was 
nice too. He has a perfect view of the phoenix rising across James’s 
muscular back. “Tell him to come over.” 


That didn’t get the enthusiastic response Kit expected. 


“Sorry, babe. He’s coming over later, but not to wreck your perfect 
little ass.” James tapped a reply, then set the phone aside. Fiery wings 
stretched with his every movement. “It’s time for a war council— 
Darius has an appointment with the client.” 

The client. 


The anonymous person who wanted photo evidence of Kit’s dead 
body. 


James itched to play with Kit’s hair—or grope his ass—but Kit was 
nursing a mug of coffee from his seat on the opposite counter. All 
James could do was lean against the kitchen island. “I’m going, 
Darius. You said yourself, this is a two-man job.” 

“Those two men will be me and Bishop,” Darius said calmly. “I’m 
only informing you because you’re involved.” 

The four of them—James, Kit, Darius, and Bishop—were gathered 
in James’s kitchen. Darius was across the island, looking unfairly calm 
and handsome in the warm interior lighting. Bishop lounged next to 
Kit, his own coffee still untouched next to the pot. The pair of them 
looked good together, James had to admit. Not as good as Kit looked 
with James, of course. But Kit was bundled up in an oversized pink 
sweater, and Bishop had on one of his usual rumpled tan jackets over 
a blue shirt, and they just looked unusually comfortable together. Like 
a sappy holiday card, except with murder and a size kink. 

Very cozy and domestic, considering this meeting’s agenda. 

Darius had a meeting point and date set to deliver the doctored 
photos of Kit to the client. Four days from now, in an unused 
warehouse outside of town. The plan was pretty simple, a normal 
stakeout plus or minus a splashy ending, with a slight extra 


complication that they needed Kit to identify the target if he could. 
Which meant only selectively jamming communications in the area, 
since fuck if James was letting Kit along for the job. 

They might disagree on the rest of this, but Darius and Bishop were 
surely in agreement about that. 

“If you didn’t want me along, you shouldn’t have told me.” James 
let his voice rise slightly. “I’m either riding with you or I’m following 
you. Don’t think you can move anywhere in this city without me 
watching.” 

If someone wanted to kill Kit, James was going to handle them. He 
could follow a plan, but hopefully killing them would be necessary. 

“No offense, but this?” Darius pointed at James. “This is exactly 
why I don’t want you along. You’re too unstable for a job this 
precise.” 

Oh, that was rich. Now James couldn’t argue without looking even 
more unstable. “I’m not unstable. I just express my emotions. You 
should try it sometime.” 

“James,” Bishop said. “Darius.” 

Everyone turned as Bishop finally grabbed his coffee from next to 
the pot. 

Kit pouted from behind his own mug. “No, don’t stop them. This is 
great. Can you guys arm wrestle to work it out?” 

“Bring it,” James said immediately. He would do anything for Kit 
pouting. 

Darius just raised an eyebrow. 

“Or naked oil wrestling?” Kit proposed hopefully. 

Bishop sipped his coffee. “No need for that.” 

“It’s not about need,” Kit said. “It’s about extremely manly ways to 
settle arguments.” 

James sized up his competition thoughtfully. Without weapons, 
James could take Darius in a fight. If they could have guns, James 
wasn’t stupid enough to think he had a chance. But oil wrestling? 
Neither of them had experience in that—probably—so James could 
likely— 

“Its a moot point,” Bishop said. “I can’t go with Darius anyway.” 

Everyone turned towards Bishop again. 

“Excuse me?” Darius asked. 

Bishop shrugged, poorly concealing his amusement. “The SCU case 
is too hot right now. I can’t disappear for three days.” 

Oh, perfect. James beamed at Bishop, then at Darius. 

“Christ.” Darius scrubbed his hand over his face. The look of defeat 


was sweet. “Okay, fine. But James is following the plan to the letter.” 

Kit set his coffee down, the slight movement drawing everyone’s 
attention even before he spoke up. “What do you mean, three days?” 

“I start stakeouts early,” Darius explained. “I like knowing 
everything about the area and having control over the scene.” 

“One day would be enough for that, except Darius is always afraid 
his opponent will also get there early,” James added. He crossed the 
kitchen, relishing the way moving closer forced Kit’s eyes up. But he 
was greedy, so he touched Kit’s chin and forced his face up even more. 
“Don’t worry. I won’t be able to call, but I’ll still text you naughty 
things.” 

Kit wrinkled his nose. “Oh, good, I was totally worried about that. 

James enjoyed pressing Kit against surfaces. Beds, walls, counters. 
Pinning him roughly, or just standing in front of him, knowing Kit 
could wiggle away if he wanted. Because Kit never really wanted to 
escape. 

Apparently, it was even better with other men’s eyes on them. 
Bishop’s gaze was no less intent than Darius’s. 

James met Bishop’s eyes. “Since I assume Darius intended me to 
guard Kit, that leaves you to take up the task. Do you want my guest 
room, or should Kit sleep over at your place?” 

Fuck, Bishop was good. His expression didn’t even flicker. James 
could still sense how invested Bishop was in James’s fingers under 
Kit’s chin. 

Bishop had been into Kit from the start. James saw that as a threat 
at first. He didn’t want his prey snatched from his claws. But now 
James knew exactly how fun Kit was to share. That James could still 
possess him in his own particular way even as Kit formed different 
bonds with different people. 

But Bishop excelled at restraint even better than Darius. Such a 
pity. 

“What do you prefer, Kit?” Bishop asked, nonchalant and boring. 
“James’s place, or mine?” 

Kit chewed his lip. “Your place would probably be more 
convenient for you to meet people for the SCU case, right?” 

Darius cleared his throat from across the room. “If shit goes south, 
it’s better for Kit not to be here.” 

He was being vague for Kit’s sake probably, but by Kit’s frown, he 
understood as well as any of them. If shit goes south meant if Darius or 
James died. 

Kit touched James’s hand on his chin. “You be careful, okay?” he 
said softly. He pulled out of James’s grasp to face Darius too. “I don’t 
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want you two getting hurt over this.” 

Very sweet. 

“Don’t worry,” James said cheerfully. “Well, maybe worry about 
Darius. If he annoys me, I might push him off the roof.” 

Darius muttered something that sounded an awful lot like, “Not if I 
push you first.” 


Kit rolled his eyes. “Never mind. Whatever happens, I’m sure you’ll 
deserve it.” 
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“Are we dating?” 


Darius usually only killed for money, but putting a free bullet through 
James’s brain might be worth it for some peace and quiet. The man 
had not shut up since they closed the apartment door. 

The apartment overlooked the warehouse, with a good view of the 
debris-strewn backyard. Both buildings were empty, caught up in 
never-ending red tape. Zoning and bureaucracy issues. The most 
diligent environmental review of all time, starting over with any 
change in any other part of the process. 

With an unusually cooperative business owner pulling all the 
strings. James owned both properties through a subsidiary, having 
purchased them from someone else’s sketchy shell company. Probably 
the Viper shedding assets, based on the timing. 

There were advantages and disadvantages to planning crimes in 
places that could be traced to James. Control versus liability. 


They chose control this time. Before settling into the apartment, 
they had already swept the warehouse, disabling all the usual cameras 
and installing James’s tiny, undetectable replacements. The prototype 
he didn’t offer as part of his company’s usual services. James had a 
full view of every corner of the warehouse property—and access to 
most of the CCTVs on the surrounding streets. 


The apartment was unfurnished, and they would be living out of 
sleeping bags for the next few days. James had no problem throwing 
money around, but he wasn’t stupid enough to have proper furniture 
delivered to an empty apartment building. No curtains either, so they 
had to move carefully around the window—but they’d boarded up the 
inside of the outer wall with bullet-proof sheeting. 


It was definitely convenient not to worry about interruptions as 
Darius set up his long-range rifle in the window. 


Except interruptions from his partner in crime. 


“Are we dating?” James asked, leaning back in the camp chair. 
“You and me.” 


Darius adjusted the tripod. “No.” 


“You’ve kissed my boyfriend. We fucked my boyfriend together. 
We all had dinner at my place last night.” James sounded 
contemplative. “That sounds very similar to dating.” 

“You’re an idiot.” Darius checked the scope and aimed the gun at 
the warehouse backdoor. “I don’t date idiots.” 

“Yow’re so immature,” James said loftily. “I’m glad we’re not 
dating. Pd be too embarrassed.” 

Darius sat on the floor to sort through his ammunition. The next 
three days were going to be long and cramped. While they had the 
entire building available to them, this apartment had the best view of 
the warehouse. James had his computers set up in the same room, and 
for all his stupid banter, James was focused on the job. 

Made sense. James wasn’t like Darius, killing as a profession, or 
Bishop, killing for his self-flagellating sense of justice. Sure, James 
helped Bishop from time to time, but he only focused when jobs were 
personal. Kit had clearly slipped past James’s defenses. More than 
either of them probably realized. 

James killed to avenge his family. Which meant Kit was family, 
now. 


Kit must have slipped past Darius’s defenses too. Because Darius 
didn’t have a ready quip when James asked, “Are you dating Kit?” 


Darius shouldn’t date Kit. 


His career was easier without romantic entanglements. Darius had 
told Kit that James never dated anyone seriously before, but he wasn’t 
much better himself. 


If a job went wrong? If Darius collaborated with the wrong 
employer or informant? If his mentor called in a favor? 

Best case scenario, Darius had five different contingency plans to 
completely disappear. He could leave behind everything and everyone 
in the life of Darius Fontaine. 

Worst case scenario, Darius brought trouble home. 


Even if everything went well, Darius made a terrible partner. He 
vanished at random for weeks, even months at a time. No contact, not 
even a text message. Like James, Darius could never trust someone 
who didn’t know his dark side. He played at clubs and picked up the 
occasional date. Settling down was always something he imagined for 
his retirement. 

But he could see how this would work with Kit, even with James 
involved. Especially with James involved, as much as Darius hated to 
admit it. If he had to leave for six months, James would be there to 
look after Kit. 


“Tough question, huh?” James slid over to one of his laptops. His 


smile was sly as he tapped away. 

Of course, co-dating with James would have some definite 
downsides. Darius stood and moved to the open gear bag to check 
over his spares. “Not too tough. I just don’t rush into things like some 
people I know.” 

While that statement left plenty of room for James to joke back, 
James’s next reply was unusually serious. “Just don’t fuck around with 
him, okay? I know what you’re like.” 

Darius set down a clip and stared at James. He didn’t even have to 
say anything. 

“I know, I know, I’m the last person to talk about that. But Kit’s...” 
James melted into that dazed, sappy expression that both mystified 
and made complete sense to Darius. “Kit’s different.” 

“Pm not fucking with him, but I’m not moving in on the first date 
like some people.” Darius shrugged and returned to his inventory. 

His hopes of peace and quiet lasted about half a minute this time. 

“We should go out on a date,” James said. 

“No.” 

“The three of us,” James clarified. “A proper date. Pll treat you 
both to the symphony. I’ll buy you new clothes and show you a real 
nice time.” 

Darius probably couldn’t throw James out the window without 
somebody noticing. “You know I’m rich too, right? I’m not a 
billionaire, but I can afford fucking symphony tickets.” 

James continued musing. “TIl reserve a private box, so Kit can sit 
on your lap, and Pll tease him until he cries.” 

Darius paused, imagining. The idea was more appealing than 
defenestration. “That sounds like it could be disruptive to the other 
symphony patrons.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Tl bring a ball gag,” Darius decided. 

Ignoring James’s smug grin, Darius slumped in the other foldout 
chair. Checking emails on his phone turned to rereading recent 
messages, turned to flipping through a specific gallery of photos. 
James had done a good job making Kit look dead, intensifying the 
makeup and altering Kit’s skin tone. Even though Darius knew the 
photos were fake, and that would be obvious with any real analysis, 
they were eerie. The way Kit sprawled, blank-eyed, his pale bare arms 
limp on the rough concrete... 

Wait. 

Darius frowned, and James immediately asked, “What’s wrong?” 


“The photos of Kit,” Darius said. 
“Fuck you. I did a great job.” 
Darius waved him over. “Look at his arm.” 


James leaned over Darius’s shoulder, falling quiet. After a moment, 
he exhaled, clearly seeing the same thing as Darius: both of Kit’s thin 
arms, completely unblemished. Except less than an hour after those 
photos were taken, there was a faint pink scald on Kit’s left wrist. 
Which Kit had claimed he got that morning. 

The photographic proof said Kit had actually gotten the burn 
during the few minutes Darius wasn’t watching him. It must have 
been when Kit was removing his makeup—but how? Why would Kit 
hide it? 

“He’s a good liar,” James said. 


Kit was a good liar. A nineteen-year-old liar with a bounty on his 
head, jumping at shadows he refused to explain. Yet that very refusal 
was sincere. Kit would be the first to admit he had secrets. 


Because he trusted Darius not to pry into them. Was one of them 
making a mistake? Or were they both? 

Darius set down his phone. “I’ve been giving him space. God 
knows, we’ve all got baggage. But maybe it’s time for Kit to unpack 
some.” 

After a long moment, James retreated to his laptops. “Kit will open 
up when he’s ready.” 


Darius didn’t argue, but he wasn’t so sure. 


Kit found it strange, being back in Bishop’s house. Such a cozy little 
suburban bachelor pad. Kit had always met Bishop at James’s place or 
Darius’s, or public coffee shops, since he moved out. 

Maybe moved out was a weird way of putting it. Bishop literally 
held Kit captive in this house. Kit should probably think of it as 
escaping. 

But that word didn’t feel right either. Kit couldn’t have escaped 
when Bishop’s presence never quite left him. The handcuffs were 
heavier in Kit’s memory than they ever were around his wrists. They 
chafed even more at his thoughts without Bishop handing him a jar of 
ointment. 

Kit slept in the familiar guest room last night. No handcuffs this 
time, which meant he could touch himself as his thoughts spun 
between so many addictively bad ideas. His memories mixed, until 
Holden pressed a gun against Kit’s back, and Darius held his hand in 
the library. James handcuffed Kit to the stair railing, and Bishop 


leaned back on the limo seat and pushed Kit’s head down. 

Now, Kit sat at Bishop’s kitchen table, comfy in a baggy t-shirt and 
his holey-ist skinny jeans. He sat in the same chair Bishop handcuffed 
him to. This time, Kit’s hands were free to scroll through the tablet in 
front of him. His assignment was reading through Bishop’s interviews 
from the past two weeks. He was supposed to highlight anything that 
stuck out to him, for any reason. 

Kit appreciated having something to do, even though he had to 
reread each page three times. His thoughts kept wandering to James 
and Darius, who were out at a location nobody would tell Kit, 
preparing to confront... whoever wanted to kill Kit. 


Which was strange. Kit only knew one man who wanted to kill 
him, and that man would never hire an outside assassin. 


Hopefully James and Darius would find some answers. 

Not too many answers. 

Bishop set a plate down in front of him, bearing a toasted 
sandwich. “Take a break or eat while you work.” 

“Tm not hungry.” Kit scrolled to the next page. 

“That’s fine,” Bishop said, sitting across from Kit. He was reading 
something on his phone, with an empty plate in front of him. 

A glance at the sunburst clock said it was one in the afternoon. Kit 
hadn’t realized it wasn’t morning anymore. The realization hit with a 
painful twist in his stomach. 

Damn Bishop for being right. Kit considered suffering for pride, but 
his stomach growling would be even more embarrassing. He 
acquiesced and ate the sandwich as he read. 

About ten minutes later, Bishop’s phone dinged with a call. Bishop 
left the room to answer it, and Kit took a break to stretch his legs and 
put away both their dishes. Leaning against the dishwasher, Kit 
contemplated his favorite part of the kitchen—the coffeemaker. 

Coffee was probably a bad idea with Kit’s current nerves. But 
Bishop looked tired today, and it would be a shame to brew just one 
mug. 

As he stretched up on his toes for the mugs, Kit’s phone buzzed. He 
set the mugs on the counter—his own favorite, the giant black and 
gold San Corvo Police Department mug, plus a smaller but intriguing 
World’s Best Dick mug. Kit was going to have to ask Bishop for the 
story behind that one. 

The text message was from James. 


Sexy: Do you miss me, babe? 
Kit: sorry, new phone, who is this 


Sexy: Aww, I’m gone for one day and you’ve already forgotten me : 
( 

Sexy: I'll just have to work extra hard to jog your memory when I 
get back 


Kit knew exactly where this was heading. Cheeks heating, he looked 
around to make sure Bishop wasn’t in sight. 


Sexy: lll remind you who left that bite mark on your inner thigh... 
that hand print on your ass... 

Sexy: I bet your tight little ass remembers me though, the way I 
fucked you yesterday morning. 

Sexy: Do you think if we blindfolded you, you could tell me and 
Darius apart by the feel of our cocks in your ass? 


Kit squirmed slightly in place, feeling dirty reading this in Bishop’s 
kitchen, when Bishop could walk in at any moment. 
Not dirty enough to stop himself from texting back. 


Kit: you’d have to give me earplugs too, or i’d recognize the way 
you never shut up 


Sexy: Shit, that’s a good idea... can we do that too??? So you can’t 
see or hear anything. You’d just be waiting, wondering how we were 
going to touch our boy next... 


Fuck. Of course James would take Kit’s sarcasm and turn it into 
something unbearably hot. Kit didn’t know what it said about him that 
he was so eager to be helpless for these men. Kit didn’t want to know. 
He just wanted to enjoy it. 

In his own understated way. 


Kit: sure i guess 
Sexy: Mmm, I can’t wait to play with you, babe 
Sexy: You’re going to be such a good boy for daddy 


Shards of ice shot through Kit’s veins. His vision darkened at the 
edges, narrowing in on the last word of James’s message. All his 
arousal died, and Kit became hollow, motionless, his entire body quiet 
and distant. 

Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think. 

Kit typed mechanically. 


Kit: lolol hard pass on the daddy kink 
Kit: no kink shaming, just not into that 
Sexy: Noted, sorry about that 


Kit: all good lol, just didn’t want you to get all into it for nothing 
Kit: oops gotta go 


There. Kit set the phone, feeling proud of himself. He handled that 
well. Cut James off before that escalated, without letting on that he 
couldn’t feel his fingertips. 

Kit picked up the black and gold SCPD mug and took one step 
towards the coffeemaker before his vision blurred. 

The next instant, his ass hurt. So did his hand. He didn’t remember 
falling, but there he was, sitting on the kitchen tiles, huddling against 
the cabinets, trembling uncontrollably. Ceramic shards scattered 
around him. 

Blood rang through his ears. Kit hadn’t heard the mug break. He 
barely heard a voice from the next room. 

He blinked, and Bishop was kneeling in front of him. 

“Are you hurt anywhere?” Bishop asked, fingertips skimming Kit’s 
bare arms. 

Be careful, Kit tried to say. Bishop might cut himself on the shards. 
But Kit’s voice didn’t work. He couldn’t breathe. 

Bishop’s piercing blue eyes scanned over him. Then Bishop stood 
up—just for a moment, just long enough to scare Kit. 

Warmth surrounded Kit before he realized Bishop had sat down to 
the left of him, a strong arm wrapping around Kit’s back. 

“Put your head down and listen to me, all right?” Bishop said, his 
quiet words giving Kit something to grasp onto. “Just breathe. I know 
it feels like you can’t, but you can.” 

Still shaking, Kit moved with Bishop’s touch, until he bent over 
with his head between his knees. Bishop rubbed his back, slow circles 
burning through Kit’s unnatural cold. That touch was the only real 
thing in the room. 

Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think about him. 

“Focus on me, Kit.” Bishop’s hand moved up Kit’s spine, cupping 
the back of his skull in a firm, reassuring grip. Then slowly moved 
down again. His presence was so steady as Kit trembled. “Let’s count 
down from ten. Can you repeat after me?” 

Kit shook his head. His throat still didn’t work. 

“Ten,” Bishop said anyway. He paused, waiting, but didn’t sound 
mad when Kit couldn’t repeat it. “Nine.” 

Kit tried that time, but the word got stuck. 

“Eight,” Bishop continued. 

This time, Kit managed a pitiful whimper. 


“That’s good,” Bishop said. “Seven.” 

“Seven,” Kit whispered. Ice still gripped his lungs, but he mumbled 
the rest of the way down to zero with Bishop. And when they were 
done, Kit could breathe again. 

As his shaking stopped, more little pains twinged through him. His 
ass hurt from sitting down too hard. And his hand... Kit sat up against 
Bishop’s side and turned over his right hand. A shallow cut stretched 
across the palm, and his left wrist was smeared with blood where he 
grabbed himself. 

“Oops,” Kit said. He had a ridiculous, hysterical urge to laugh. But 
thankfully he was still too muted and cold for that. 

“Stay right there,” Bishop said, standing up. 

Kit’s heart skipped. He reached out—but stopped himself from 
grabbing Bishop’s leg with his bloody hand. “Where are you going?” 

“Two steps to the left, to grab the first aid box under the sink,” 
Bishop answered. 

“Oh. I guess that’s allowed.” 

Kit sat still, mulling over excuses as Bishop cleaned and wrapped 
his hand in gauze. The antiseptic stung, but Bishop’s large hands were 
so careful. Kit wanted to focus on that, on the dizzying, dangerous 
sweetness of that touch. 

But Bishop would have questions. Kit needed answers. 

I’m just worried about James and Darius, Kit decided, as Bishop 
found a broom. Or something in the case interviews upset me. Timothy’s 
mom talking about him. That one was sad. 

Bishop swept away the broken mug. Then he made Kit move a few 
feet over to check for more ceramic behind him. He didn’t make Kit 
get up, which was good. Kit wasn’t sure his knees worked yet. 

Then Bishop sat on the floor again, this time in front of Kit. So 
close their feet nearly touched. And all of Kit’s excuses crumbled with 
Bishop’s next words: 

“I saw what James texted you.” 
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the silence doesn’t work like it used to 


Fuck, fuck, fuck. Kit must not have locked his phone before he started 
panicking. He hugged his knees tighter. “What James texted me is 
none of your fucking business.” 


Too strident. Too defensive. Snapping like that was practically 
waving a red flag to attract Bishop’s questions. But Kit was still too 
panic-shattered to muster his usual shields. 

Bishop wasn’t quite calm enough either. There was a hint of anger 
in his retort. “It’s my business when he gives you a panic attack on my 
kitchen floor.” 

Wait, was Bishop blaming James for this? Kit couldn’t defend 
himself, but that wasn’t fair. “James didn’t do anything wrong. It’s not 
his fault.” 

“He doesn’t know that word triggers you?” Bishop asked, his anger 
either gone or hidden. 

Kit’s stomach twisted, but his voice barely shook. “I didn’t know 
either. Not this bad, anyway. It’s just the context.” 

He’d been on the internet for longer than five minutes. He’d seen 
the word daddy used as a joke. As a kink. As a title for porn Kit never 
clicked. Kit wasn’t going to judge, he just knew he wasn’t into it, and 
nobody he’d hooked up with had ever used the word with him 
personally before. 

The sick revulsion was so sudden, so overwhelming, Kit couldn’t 
fight it down. He still couldn’t hide how upset he was. 

Bishop leaned back, getting more comfortable on the tile. “You’re 
not surprised, though.” 

Kit hunched smaller. Bishop wasn’t going to leave him alone 
without answers today. And Kit was too exhausted, too vulnerable, to 
protect himself from the gentle interrogation. 

“I know you're scared of talking,” Bishop continued carefully. 
Inescapably. “But the silence doesn’t work like it used to, does it?” 


Kit wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. Part of him wanted to 
give up. To spill everything. To shatter the wall he built when he 


asked Smith for a new identity. 

That would be bad. But maybe sharing something would be okay. 
Just enough to get Bishop off his back. Just enough to explain the 
broken mug. 

Just one truth that Kit carried close to his heart, like a rib replaced 
with a handsaw. 

Kit took a deep breath and met Bishop’s eyes. “Dad never hurt me. 
He never touched me. Not like you’re thinking.” 

Bishop relaxed, and Kit hated him for it. 

People who learned the truth always thought Dad touched him, 
but, God. Maybe that would have been easier to live with. He 
wouldn’t blame himself for not realizing sooner. 


“Dad fucked other kids.” 

And suddenly Kit was glad Bishop was here. Not James, not 
Darius. Because Bishop’s anger was quiet. He paled, but he didn’t 
flinch. He didn’t retreat, and he didn’t lunge forward. He just asked, in 
a low, rough voice: “Kit, where is your dad now?” 

Just one sentence, and Dad was on Bishop’s list. If only everything 
had been this easy back then. Kit wouldn’t have had to endure the 
ordeal of reporting. 

Too late now. The thought was still nice. 

“He’s in prison,” Kit said simply, glossing over everything required 
for that result. “The system worked.” 

“That’s good,” Bishop said. Still quiet, still angry. “I know you 
don’t want me to know your name. But I’d love to know his.” 

Kit’s laugh surprised both of them. “I promise, if I needed a 
vigilante, I’d hire you.” 

After a moment, Bishop half-smiled too. “Mind if I hold you to 
that?” 

Kit didn’t want to think about Bishop and Dad in the same breath. 
He reached out anyway. “Pinkie promise.” 

“Pinkie promise,” Bishop said solemnly, linking his little finger 
around Kit’s. 

The slight touch was reassuring. Tempting enough that Kit asked, 
“Could you sit next to me for a minute?” 

A perfect gentleman, Bishop even gave him an excuse. “Sure. The 
floor’s pretty cold.” He sat next to Kit, looping an arm around his 
shoulders. 

Cuddling against Bishop felt completely natural. The scent of soap, 
the solidness of his body against Kit’s, was exactly what Kit needed to 
ground himself. A few minutes of this and Kit would be okay. Like 


some sort of cuddle vampire, feeding through simple physical contact 
until he regained his strength. 

Bishop sighed. “Already, huh?” 

“What?” Kit asked. 

“You’re putting your shields back up already,” Bishop said. “I’m 
guessing I’m not getting any more information out of you today.” 

“Good guess.” Kit snuggled closer, his thigh pressed against 
Bishop’s. The heat was more intense where Kit’s jeans were ripped. 
“You're a great detective.” 

“Could be better.” 

“Why do you do this?” Kit asked. “Looking for answers. Digging.” 

Bishop relaxed, which was the only reason Kit knew he had tensed 
in the first place. The forced relaxation was familiar. “Same reason I 
quit the force.” 

Hypocritically, Kit wanted more details. Like he could compensate 
for relinquishing fragments of his own past by stealing Bishop’s. “Tell 
me.” 

“My partner was a man named Archie Calvin,” Bishop answered, 
already putting Kit’s half-truths to shame. “He was a veteran on the 
force, but he was happy to mentor the new kid. We worked well 
together.” 

Kit leaned more of his weight against Bishop. This time he felt 
Bishop tensing, and he took perverse comfort in not being the only 
one upset in the room. Except simultaneously, he didn’t want anything 
bad to happen to Bishop in this story. 

Even though it clearly already had. 

“I loved my job for years,” Bishop said. “Archie taught me how to 
be a cop. He was supportive whenever I got promoted, and he was the 
first to pat me on the back wherever I won awards.” 

“Did you win a lot of awards?” Kit asked. 

Bishop snorted. “An embarrassing amount. Some guys might have 
gotten resentful, but not Archie. He had his place on the team. I was 
growing into mine.” 

Silence followed. Kit took a leaf from Bishop’s book and waited, 
patient. 

“Then I found out he was abusing his authority on his solo shifts,” 
Bishop said eventually. “I was off-duty one night, and I ran into Archie 
outside a club. He was with this drunk girl, and it didn’t seem right. 
She was too out of it. She was trying to get away.” 

Kit’s stomach twisted. “Fuck, Bishop.” 

“She was twenty, and Archie had her terrified that he’d throw her 


in prison for having a fake ID. But Archie could make that go away, as 
long as she...” 

Kit didn’t need Bishop to finish that sentence. He touched Bishop’s 
leg, an inadequate gesture of comfort. “She told you that?” 

“Archie told me himself,” Bishop said, his voice rough. “He didn’t 
think I’d have a problem with it. I was one of the guys. Part of the 
club. He didn’t even think he was doing anything wrong. He had the 
power, so why not use it? It wasn’t a crime to Archie. It was a perk of 
the job.” 

“Fuck,” Kit muttered, sick and furious. 

Bishop shrugged against him, forcibly relaxing again. “It’s selfish, 
but that’s the main reason I turned him in. Not to protect people, but 
to protect my own self-image. Because I refused to be the kind of man 
who would tolerate that.” 

“That doesn’t sound selfish to me. You still risked losing a lot, 
reporting him.” Kit understood that far better than most people. 


“Nothing that mattered in the end.” Bishop gave a humorless 
laugh. “Want to know an organization’s true measure? Become 
inconvenient to them.” 

His anger was harder to hide now. Clearly, Bishop hated SCPD as a 
whole even more than he hated his ex-partner. 


“I got Archie convicted, but it was harder than it should have 
been,” Bishop said. “Too many nice guys tried to get in my way, 
because they were so concerned about my career, or what this meant 
for the community. There was no fixing the poison from the inside, so 
I got out.” 

“So you could become a vigilante PI,” Kit said. 

“Pretty specific moral line, I know.” Bishop rubbed Kit’s shoulder 
slowly, like he wasn’t really thinking about it. “There was a point 
when I thought Archie was going to walk free. I couldn’t live with 
knowing he was out there hurting more vulnerable people. I decided if 
I failed to put him in prison, I would kill him.” 

“Makes sense to me.” Kit chewed his lip. “Though, we’ve already 
established I’m a very specific judge of character.” 

Bishop laughed again, warmer this time. “You’re better than I 
thought, kid.” 

“Yeah, I only hang out with the right kind of murderer.” Kit poked 
Bishop’s thigh, in lieu of grabbing him again like he kind of wanted to. 
“Seriously, um. Thanks for sharing. You didn’t have to. But I like 
understanding you better.” 

Again, the hypocrisy. How fucked up was it, that this horrible story 
helped drag Kit out of his panic? 


Or maybe that was just Bishop’s presence, warm and reassuring 
next to him, no matter the circumstances. 

Bishop rubbed Kit’s arm again, like he didn’t realize how the touch 
tingled through Kit’s nerves. “Someday you'll feel safe enough to tell 
me the rest of your story,” Bishop said quietly. “You’re strong, kid. But 
it’s okay to break sometimes.” 

Kit twisted around under Bishop’s arm, searching Bishop’s face for 
pity. He didn’t find any. Just the usual rough stubble, and the usual 
intense interest. Like Kit was a puzzle. Kit had mistaken that interest 
for attraction before, the night he failed to seduce... 

Bishop’s eyes dropped to Kit’s lips. Maybe Kit wasn’t mistaken after 
all. 

“Were you making coffee?” Bishop extricated himself and heaved 
to his feet. “Pll grab another mug.” 


Bishop couldn’t help it. He wasn’t wired to let questions go, especially 
when those questions tangled with every protective instinct in his 
body. Kit’s very existence demanded answers. Meeting at a crime 
scene. The untraceable fake ID. Not using his social. The hit Darius 
and James were out handling at this very moment. 

On paper, Kit was suspicious as fuck. But Bishop’s instincts told 
him Kit was the victim. 

Even if Kit would viciously reject that label. 

Bishop had to tread carefully, to avoid pushing Kit too hard for the 
sake of professional curiosity. He settled Kit in the kitchen with a fresh 
cup of coffee, then moved his laptop out to the living room. 


Professional curiosity. Bishop scoffed silently. There was nothing 
professional about that last moment with his arm around Kit. For one 
terrible, wonderful second, Bishop mistook Kit’s vulnerability for a 
different sort of neediness. 

Maybe it wasn’t even a mistake. Maybe Kit really wanted to kiss 
him. 

Bishop couldn’t offer him that kind of comfort. Especially not now, 
knowing this new piece of Kit’s past. Bishop had been right the time 
Kit crawled into his bed. He couldn’t touch Kit. Not while the kid was 
still so clearly fragile. Not before Bishop knew touching him wouldn’t 
shatter him like the broken mug on the kitchen floor. 

No matter how much Bishop yearned to peer through the cracks. 
He needed to know he wasn’t taking advantage of Kit, just like Archie 
abusing the power of his badge. 

Bishop couldn’t touch Kit, but he could get closer in another way. 


His files on Kit hid in a password-protected folder separate from 
his professional cases. Today, Bishop opened the background file. The 
document was very sparse, and he hesitated before typing: According 
to subject, subject’s father is in prison. 

According to subject, subject’s father is a child rapist. 

Bishop saved and closed the background file, then opened his 
strategy document. This was a messier series of notes, Bishop’s 
random thoughts preserved in case something sparked an idea later. 
Various angles that might render partial answers. 

Most were too extreme. Bishop didn’t have any evidence, or even 
any suspicion, of Kit committing serious crimes—besides the ones he 
was implicated in thanks to Bishop, James, and Darius. While Bishop’s 
SCPD friends could run Kit’s DNA through the criminal database for a 
familial match, that would involve calling in too big a favor. Drawing 
too much attention to Kit. 

Bishop had run Kit’s fingerprints already. No matches. 


He wasn’t about to do something desperate like ask Kit directly. 
Instead, he just typed: Search sex offender registries in CA and NV — 
currently incarcerated, w/ sons the right age. 


That was a huge project, and Bishop needed more details to 
narrow it down. He wasn’t even sure about the state yet. He could 
wait for the details. His professional... interest aside, the situation 
wasn’t urgent. 

Things would be different if Kit hadn’t said his father was in 
prison. 

Bishop couldn’t let himself dwell on that. He couldn’t think about 
how many ways a man could hurt a child without touching them. 

Exhaling, Bishop tore his eyes away from the laptop. The sight of 
Kit at his kitchen table was calming. Kit hunched over the case 
folders, rapt. Even exhausted from his panic attack, he looked better 
off than he had when Bishop first met him. 

There had been something so off about Kit’s mannerisms when 
Bishop abducted him. Like Kit was going through the motions of being 
human. Like the most painful edges of his soul were muted. 

Today was a good thing. Kit felt safe enough to lose control in 
front of Bishop. 


Another idea tickled. Bishop tapped one more note into the 
strategy doc before closing the folder. 


Investigate any incarcerated associates of Ed Addersen 
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the only choice 


Darius was napping when the client—now the target—arrived. He and 
James took turns catching three-hour naps, and Darius had shut his 
eyes at 4 p.m. He was wide awake as soon as James said, “Darius.” 

“Status?” Darius asked, already moving from the camp chair to the 
window. 

James crouched next to his monitors, glued to the screens even as 
he holstered a gun under his jacket. “No rush. Single man, white, dark 
hair. Green baseball cap and a brown leather jacket. I’m not 100% 
sure he’s our guy, but this is the third time he’s circled the block.” 

“Is he still out front?” 

“Yep.” 

Darius began checking his equipment. “Great. We knew he was an 
amateur.” 

“Seriously, he looks so sketchy. Maybe this isn’t our guy.” James 
handed Darius an earpiece. “Or maybe he’s trying to lull us into a 
false sense of security.” 

Darius set the earpiece aside. He didn’t need it until James left the 
room. Darius hated that part of the plan, but it made sense to put 
someone on the ground in case the target took an exit Darius couldn’t 
cover. 

“He knew enough to hire me,” Darius said. “He’s clearly never 
hired an assassin before, and he’s probably never arranged a drop 
before. But he’s familiar with the business. My guess is he just worked 
a different angle. Intelligence or tech? Finance? Client management?” 

Darius mostly worked solo, but his mentor’s operation was larger. 
Less picky. 

“So where are his partners?” James asked. “Why is he working 
alone this time?” 


“We'll find out when we follow him home.” Darius surveyed the 
warehouse yard. It was past 5 p.m. now, a bad time for optics. The 
late October sun wouldn’t set for another hour, but the shadows 
would keep changing. “Where’s our guy?” 


“Still fucking around out front.” 

Darius left the window to peer at James’s screens. The man with 
the green hat leaned against the side of the bus stop. 

James handed over a tablet. “Here, you can bring that to your 
window. Swipe to switch between the street and the interior.” 

“Have you gotten a clear photo yet?” Darius couldn’t quite make 
out the guy’s face. 

“Not yet.” James shrugged a backpack over his shoulder. “PI send 
it to Kit as soon as I have it. Oh—there we go. Got the pic, and our 
boy’s on the move.” 

“Follow the plan,” Darius ordered. “We’re not killing him.” 

James’s cheerful wave was not reassuring. “Not unless we have to.” 


Kit’s phone buzzed at the same time as Bishop’s. A photo message 
from James. Kit scrambled to unlock his phone as Bishop paused the 
shark movie they were watching. 

“T told him to send it to me,” Bishop grumbled from the other end 
of the couch. 


“And I told him to send it to me,” Kit countered, equal parts smug 
and nervous. A photo from James could only mean one thing. 

Well, it could be a dick pic. Probably not since it was sent to 
Bishop too, though. It was at least twice as likely to be a photo of the 
mysterious client who wanted Kit’s life. 

Bishop had wanted the photo sent to his phone because he wanted 
to limit Kit’s connection to any crime. That was sweet, but kind of like 
locking the barn door after the horses had escaped, stampeded across 
county lines, and galloped onto a ship to sail across the ocean. 

Kit curled up in the corner of the couch as he opened the message 
—and froze. 

Why him? 

Below the ragged green baseball cap was a face Kit had only seen a 
handful of times. Smith. The man Kit got his fake ID from. The man 
who helped him create the role of Kit Byron. 


Kit didn’t know Smith’s real name. He just went by Smith. Whether 
it was a transparently obvious fake name or a reference to his 
technological crafting skills, Kit had no idea. He just knew Smith as 
Dad’s computer guy. The obvious choice—the only choice—when Kit 
wanted to start over. 

But Smith had no reason to want Kit dead. Unless he was working 
for someone else now? But Smith’s own life would be forfeit if the 
wrong people learned he helped Kit hide. 


“Do you recognize him?” Bishop asked. 

Kit jerked out of his daze. Fuck. Bishop had that infuriating, 
knowing look. Kit had been quiet for too long to pretend he knew 
nothing. 

“T’ve seen him before, but I don’t know his name.” Kit typed that 
into the group text with James too. “I think it was at a party last year. 
Maybe. I’m trying to remember more.” 

Had someone noticed Kit was missing? Was Smith having second 
thoughts about helping Kit? 

The two of them plus Ed Addersen were the only ones who knew 
Kit’s current identity. Now that Ed was dead, it was just Smith and Kit. 
If Kit died, nobody would be able to rat Smith out. 

If Smith died, nobody from Kit’s past would know his new name. 

“Where was the party?” Bishop asked. 


“San Corvo? I think?” Kit furrowed his brow, pretending to think, 
as he switched into a private text with James. 


Kit: whatever you do, don’t let him escape 
Sexy: you got it, babe ;) 


The warehouse yard swam with shadows. James waited until the 
target entered the warehouse to dart behind a mountain of rusted 
pipes. He crouched there, twenty yards away from the warehouse 
back door. All his energy coiled into a state of readiness. A deceptive 
calm. Darius and Bishop called him hotheaded, but James knew how 
to wait for his prey too. 

“In position,” James murmured. Barely audible, but the earpiece 
picked it up. 

“Coast is still clear,” Darius replied over the comms. 


James wasn’t going to kill the target. Really. He agreed with Darius 
and Bishop that they needed to find out if this guy was working alone. 
As much as he liked to fuck with Darius, James was going to follow 
the plan. He was absolutely certain of that as he watched his tablet 
screen, following the target’s every movement. 

The warehouse was a dusty, poorly lit cavern. A single set of 
footprints led from a side door to a table in the middle of the room. 
Then back to the side door—marking Darius’s path as he set the bait. 

Re-dusting the rest of their footprints as they set extra cameras had 
been annoying. But James hadn’t wanted to rely on the cameras he 
already installed the last time he used the warehouse for 
extracurricular crimes. 


The effort was worth it, because the poor lighting wasn’t an 


obstacle now. James easily swiped between different angles, each 
camera showing crystal-clear footage of the target approaching the 
table. He could zoom in on the man’s stubbled neck or the worn 
patches on his leather jacket. The target was middle-aged. White with 
dark brown hair. Soft features and patchy eyebrows. James hated him 
at first sight. 

On the table was an open shoebox. In the shoebox was a simple 
viewscreen with a flash drive inserted. The target would be able to 
view the photos before he took them away. 

If he was smart, he would disable the tracking software James 
embedded in the drive. The software was just a “might as well” 
measure, in case they got lucky with the target’s incompetence. 

James and Darius didn’t count on getting lucky, though. The 
primary plan was following him home through the city’s CCTV 
network. They could develop their next steps once they had his 
identity and address. 

The target set a device on the tablet. Something like a phone. He 
tapped it with gloved fingers, waited ten seconds, then picked up the 
viewscreen. 

James couldn’t see the viewscreen or the target’s phone screen 
from any of his camera angles. But he knew what was on the 
viewscreen. The photos he retouched for Darius: Kit’s body, pale and 
blood-stained, sprawled like a broken doll. 

What did the target think now as he looked at the photos? Was he 
satisfied? Happy? Did he feel any regret or guilt? 

Or did he feel nothing more than the dull acknowledgment of a 
completed task? 

James shook his shoulders and counted his breaths, striving for 
calm. He’d asked those questions too many times before, wondering 
how his family’s enemies felt when they learned the job was complete. 
The Rat King, whoever that was. Did they plan to kill the little girls 
too, or were Crystal and Iris just collateral damage? 

They’d never returned to finish James off. 

The target only flipped through the photos for a few moments. 
Then he removed the drive—and snapped it. 

“What the fuck,” James breathed. 

The target set the viewscreen and the broken flash drive on the 
ground, then stomped both with his heel. James’s adrenaline spiked 
with each vicious crack. The cameras didn’t pick up the sound. But 
James could hear the glass breaking the regular way, from the 
warehouse twenty yards away. 

Stepping back, the target took a visible deep breath. Then he 


tapped his phone. 

A few seconds later, Darius’s voice crackled over the earpiece. 
“Second half of the payment just came through.” 

“Seriously, what the fuck,” James repeated. The ruse worked— 
because the target wasn’t going to take the fake photos back to 
analyze? James couldn’t wait to break into this guy’s home to see how 
he lived. Did he also leave his beer to warm in the pantry? 

How did someone this incompetent manage to hire Darius for a 
hit? 

The target tapped his phone again, and James’s tablet went dark. 

“Fuck,” James muttered, tapping the screen. Then he pressed a 
button. No response. “Darius, I’m blind here.” 

No response. 

All around, every other light in sight was out. 

Oh, fuck. James set down his tablet quietly and drew his gun. 

He didn’t have time to check his phone. The tablet and the 
earpiece both malfunctioning was all the evidence he needed. James 
had no idea how, but the incompetent target had just deactivated 
every electrical device in the area. 

James’s network of cameras was useless. 

Clicking the safety off sounded impossibly loud in James’s echoing 
ears. He edged around the rusted pipes until he had sight of the 
warehouse back door. The right-side alley was visible too, through the 
chain link fence. But James didn’t have visibility to the left, so he just 
had to hope Darius had that angle covered. 

Movement through the warehouse shadows. Hat tugged down over 
his eyes, the target hurried out and turned towards James’s left. 

Whatever you do, don’t let him escape, Kit said. 

Given a choice between following Darius’s plan and doing what his 
boyfriend asked? 

There was no fucking choice at all. 

James moved with trained precision. Recoil shivered through his 
arms, and the silencer reduced the shot to a small pop. Across the 
yard, the target flailed, then dropped. 

When James reached the body, he had to bite back a laugh. The 
good news was Darius wasn’t going to be pissed at him. 


Because James’s bullet had pierced the man’s heart, while Darius’s 
bullet landed in his skull. 
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“Tm the ghost now.” 


After hours without any updates, Kit was so jittery that Bishop shoved 
a broom into his hands and told him to sweep the floors. Channeling 
his energy into the mundane physical task helped, even if Kit was so 
bad at sweeping that Bishop had to stop him and show him how to do 
it. 

There was a rhythm to follow. There was progress, piling up the 
dirt and dust. All the debris wasn’t visible when it spread out across 
the floor, but it became a small mountain when Kit gathered it 
together. The worst of the dust hid in the corners. Behind chairs. 

I should ask Bishop to help me move the couch. 

When a car finally pulled up in Bishop’s driveway, Kit dropped the 
broom and raced for the front door. 

Bishop caught him by the arm. “Let me check who’s there.” He 
glanced down at Kit’s feet. “Also, don’t run in socks.” 

Kit acquiesced only because it would be faster than fighting. 
Bishop still held him back as he peered through the peephole. 

“It’s them.” Bishop let Kit go. “They’re fine.” 

Relief slammed into Kit as Bishop opened the door. Then Kit 
slammed into the wall, instantly surrounded by a solid, warm body. 
James’s forceful kiss muffled Kit’s gasp, and rough hands held him in 
place by the wrists. 

James delved deep into Kit’s mouth, as if he was as desperate for 
reassurance as Kit was. 

Kit’s lungs burned by the time James pulled away. “You’re okay.” 

“Were you worried about me?” James let go of Kit’s wrists to 
caress his neck. “That’s pretty hot.” 

“Of course I was worried, asshole.” Kit shoved, and James 
obligingly let himself be moved. “Where’s Darius?” 

“Right here,” Darius said from behind James’s shoulder, sounding 
amused. 

Kit wriggled out of James’s grasp and inspected both of his— 
lovers? Boyfriends? Kidnappers with benefits? 


They both looked far too normal. James was in a t-shirt and 
designer jeans. Darius was in his usual button-down shirt and slacks. 
The only visible sign that they just finished a stake-out was the 
intensity burning in James’s eyes. The barely-there tiredness in 
Darius’s face. 

“I was worried about you, too,” Kit said quietly. It felt like a 
confession. 

Darius stepped into Kit’s space. “Good,” he murmured, and leaned 
down. 

Rather than shoving Kit against the wall, Darius held him in place 
with a light touch on his shoulder. Their kiss was steady, slow. Just as 
consuming, but entirely different. Kit inhaled, eyes closing, and let 
Darius calm him down. 

He needed this. Soft lips and the scrape of stubble, callused fingers 
so gentle through Kit’s sleeve. Every perfectly balanced touch soothed 
Kit’s anxiety far better than household chores. 

“What happened?” Kit asked when Darius let him go. 

Across the foyer, Bishop stood with his arms crossed. If he had any 
opinions about Kit kissing James and Darius, he didn’t show them. 

James waved a finger at Bishop. “Don’t get mad at me, but the 
target’s dead.” 

Dead. 

The word rocked through Kit. He had no idea how he was 
supposed to react, but all he felt was soaring relief. His body lightened 
as if chains had fallen away from every limb. 

Bishop’s frown looked more disappointed than mad. “You killed 
him?” 

“We both killed him,” Darius said. “He was a careless idiot, but he 
had better tech than us.” 

James grimaced. “He killed my cameras. We didn’t have a chance 
of tracking him. Darius and I both had a shot, and we both took it.” 


“It’s over,” Kit said dazedly. 


“Like hell it’s over.” Everyone turned to look at Bishop—but 
Bishop’s sole focus was on Kit. “Who was he?” 

Dread sank in Kit’s stomach. 

James stepped between them, bristling. “Interrogate him after we 
clean up, okay? We still need to destroy the body, and Kit’s clearly 
exhausted.” 

“Kit recognized the man in the photo you sent,” Bishop snapped. 
“Now that man is dead. I won’t pretend I’m sad about that, but I want 
to know who he was.” 


Darius touched Kit’s shoulder again. “I won’t force you to say 
anything. But I’d like to know too.” 

Kit moved away so he had space to look at all of them. So he had 
space to breathe. So he was closer to the door. All three men watched 
him intently. These three men each terrified Kit the first time they 
met. At one point or another, he thought any of them might kill him. 

Now, two of them had killed for him. The revelation cut with a 
new kind of terror. Kit had never wielded this much power before. 
“First, tell me what happened with the drop-off.” 

As Darius related the events of the past day, Kit nodded along. 
What baffled Darius and James made perfect sense to him. 

Smith was a tech person. The bad strategy made sense. He didn’t 
get his own hands dirty, and he didn’t know to watch his back. As for 
looking at the photos of Kit’s corpse, but leaving them behind? 

“Nobody else knew he wanted to kill me,” Kit said when Darius 
finished. “He needed to keep it that way, so he couldn’t afford to own 
any evidence.” 

“How do you know that?” Bishop demanded. “Who was he?” 

Kit buried his hands in his back pockets, to keep them from 
shaking. “His name was Smith, but that won’t help you find him. He 
was already a ghost before you killed him.” 

Laughter broke through the room. Manic, sharp. 

It cut through Kit’s throat, and he realized it was his. “Smith made 
my ID. I assume he ordered the hit because he regretted it.” 

Darius swore under his breath. “What are you tangled up in, boy?” 

“Nothing. Not anymore.” Kit laughed again. Relief cut far too deep 
through his defenses. “Smith was the only person in the world who 
knew I became Kit Byron. Now he’s dead. That means I’m the ghost 
now.” 

Vision blurring, Kit staggered sideways. He slumped against the 
wall, then against a warm, solid body. 

Darius held him upright, and somebody said something. An entire 
conversation Kit couldn’t process, too overwhelmed by the terrifying 
freedom. 

Smith had been Kit’s ticket out of Dad’s sphere of influence. No, 
not a ticket. A bridge. And now the bridge was burned. Kit was free, 
as long as he didn’t look too closely into the dark waters behind him. 

Kit stumbled when Darius nudged him towards the front door. 
“Sorry. What’s happening?” 

Darius’s arm was strong behind Kit’s back. “James and Bishop are 
handling the cleanup. I’m taking you back to James’s place.” 


“Thanks.” Kit leaned against him. “Sorry.” 

He wasn’t sure who he was apologizing to. He was just grateful 
Darius didn’t ask. 

More than that, Kit was grateful Darius was the one taking him 
back. He couldn’t handle James’s intensity or Bishop’s questions right 
now. Darius was the one he needed. 

In the car, Kit’s adrenaline crashed quickly. He didn’t realize he 
was falling asleep until he was already waking up. Night had fallen by 
the time Darius pulled into James’s driveway, and it was his quiet 
voice that pulled Kit back from sleep. 

“Were here.” Darius touched Kit’s thigh when he saw Kit was 
awake. “Looked like you needed that nap.” 


The car light illuminated them both, a golden sanctuary in the 
darkness. The tenderness in Darius’s touch was so overwhelming, Kit 
couldn’t answer. He just twisted half out of his seat, reached for 
Darius’s neck, and pulled him in for a kiss. 


Darius instantly took control, just like Kit wanted. 


Heat unfurled through Kit’s veins. Scrambling to unfasten his 
seatbelt, he murmured into the kiss, “Push your seat back.” 


“Really good nap, huh?” Darius asked, sounding amused. But he 
turned off the car, pushed his seat back, and unbuckled his seatbelt in 
time for Kit to climb over the console. 

Kit’s knee knocked against the door, and his ankle briefly caught in 
a seatbelt. He didn’t care what a clumsy idiot he looked like, though. 
He was too desperate for more of this: Darius’s hands, hot and hard on 
his hips, tugging him close. When they rubbed together, they both 
exhaled. 

“Tm not James,” Darius said, his voice rough. “You can’t distract 
me with sex.” 

Kit rocked into Darius’s lap. “You sure about that?” 

Darius’s grip tightened, holding Kit completely still. The casual 
physical control was exhilarating and grounding all at once. “I’m not 
Bishop either. I don’t need every last detail of your life to know who 
you are now. So, I’m going to ask you just one question.” His hands 
slid up under Kit’s t-shirt. “Is this incident going to bite us in the ass?” 

Now who’s using sex as a distraction? Kit shivered with the heat. 
“No. It’s really over.” 

Darius’s blunt nails scraped down Kit’s back. “I’m trusting you on 
that.” 

“I have a question too. You don’t have to answer.” Kit wrapped his 
arms around Darius’s shoulders. “What do you want from me?” 

“That depends on what you want to give me,” Darius said with a 


grin. 

“What if I wanted to be boyfriends?” Kit tilted his head as Darius 
froze. “What if I wanted to go official on social media? What if I 
wanted to put a ring on your big, sexy finger?” 

Their cramped, golden sanctuary fell quiet. Then Darius chuckled. 
“You got me there, Trouble. I’m in a bad place in my career to put 
down roots.” 

Kit dove in for a barely-there kiss. “I don’t want roots either. I 
don’t know how serious this is. But I kind of like what we’ve been 
doing. I want us to keep doing this, whatever it is.” 

Darius splayed his hands over Kit’s thighs. “Hooking up?” 

“It’s more than that, right?” Kit cringed at how needy he sounded. 
Fuck, two months ago he would have strangled himself before saying 
something like this. “I mean, we’re not like, boyfriends. But I didn’t 
think we were just hooking up.” 

“James asked if we were dating,” Darius said. 


“You and me?” Kit asked. Figured James would rip off the 
communication bandage, even for Kit’s other relationships. “Or you 
and him?” 

Darius chuckled. “He asked both, because he’s a dick. But he meant 
me and you.” 


Kit traced idle patterns on the back of Darius’s neck. “James likes 
labels. I don’t really care as much. As long as you're...” 

Fuck. Kit bit his lip. Darius just said he didn’t want to be serious. 
And this was such an insane, juvenile conversation when mere hours 
ago, Darius shot a man. 


“Hey.” Darius traced Kit’s lower lip, his dark eyes intent. This 
close, every pore in his glossy dark skin was visible. The faint scar on 
his jaw. The stubble shadowing his cheeks. “As long as I’m what?” 


If Kit was going to scare Darius off, he may as well do it properly. 
“As long as you’re mine.” 

Instead of recoiling, Darius grinned. “I don’t mind that label at all. 
As long as it’s a fair trade.” He traced Kit’s lower lip again as his other 
hand teased beneath Kit’s waistband. “You’re already mine though, 
aren’t you?” 

“Yeah,” Kit breathed. Suddenly this felt far more serious than 
either of them wanted to admit. That was okay. Kit wasn’t like James 
either. He was patient, and he was fully willing to get back to 
distracting everyone with sex. “Speaking of fair trades, you kill for 
money, right? And you killed someone for me today.” 

“That’s true,” Darius said. “Don’t tell James, but my bullet 
definitely hit first.” 


“I won’t say a word. But the problem is, I don’t have enough 
money to afford your services.” Kit murmured into Darius’s ear, “Is 
there any other way I can repay you?” 

Darius groaned and pulled Kit back by the hair. Gently, yet clearly 
taking charge. “I can think of a few ways.” 

He pushed two fingers against Kit’s lips. Kit obediently opened his 
mouth, buzzing with anticipation. Fighting his natural instinct, Kit 
didn’t do anything after that. Just held Darius’s fingers in his mouth, 
waiting for the next order. 

“Good boy.” Darius’s praise and smile were the best reward. “Can 
you suck on them for me?” 

Darius’s fingers were large, tasting mostly like the leather steering 
wheel. Kit worked them properly with his tongue, sucking them until 
all he tasted was Darius himself. The task was difficult with the way 
Darius kept exploring. He touched the roof of Kit’s mouth, slid next to 
his tongue. Kit choked once, when Darius rubbed the very back of his 
tongue. Then Darius did it again, and Kit’s cock strained against his 
jeans. 

“You look obscene like this,” Darius commented, his voice low. “So 
fucking gorgeous.” 


More heat rushed down Kit’s veins, and he moaned around Darius’s 
fingers. Spit dampened the stretched corners of his lips. 

“Such a pretty little slut. You like that, don’t you?” Whatever 
Darius saw in Kit’s lust-dazed eyes must have been confirmation, 
because he grinned hungrily. “You can keep your secrets, but you 
can’t hide this, can you?” 

Kit just moaned again and hollowed his cheeks, sucking Darius’s 
fingers even harder. Not enough. He leaned forward as Darius 
withdrew from his lips, trying to catch them again. But Darius held 
him in place with that same hand, smearing saliva on Kit’s cheek. 

“Would you mind getting out of the car?” Darius asked. 

Kit nuzzled into Darius’s grip. “Why?” 

“Because I don’t like my odds of getting your jeans down in this 
position.” 

Okay, yeah. That was fair. They stumbled from the car, and the 
cool night air shocked Kit’s heated body until Darius pressed him face- 
first against the door. Then all Kit felt was heat again. 

Kit braced his forearms against the glass. Gravel shifted beneath 
their feet. They were in James’s driveway, surrounded by rustling 
trees, no neighbors in sight. The car went dark, and the house lights 
barely reached them. 


Darius’s arms looped around Kit. He kissed the back of Kit’s neck 


as he snapped open the fly of Kit’s skinny jeans. 

“Wait,” Kit said, with the last shred of awareness he had left. 
“James has security cameras.” 

Darius paused, his breath hot in Kit’s ear. “I don’t mind giving 
James a show. But we can stop if you want.” 

Any other night, Kit would have said to stop. But to his own silent 
shock, he was okay with this. He trusted James and Darius to kill 
Smith for him. He could trust them with simple camera footage. 

Kit’s breath hitched. “I don’t mind either.” 

“Good,” Darius said, and wrapped a hand around Kit’s cock. 
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“T don’t want you to think.” 


Kit whimpered with each rough, perfect pull. Darius’s hand was slick 
with Kit’s own saliva, and his body molded against Kit’s. The feel of 
Darius’s cock burning against his ass was almost better than the hand 
stroking him. 

They didn’t have lube. Darius didn’t unfasten the fly of his slacks. 
He wasn’t even moving against Kit, just covering him, holding Kit in 
place between his body and the car. Somehow, it was just as intimate 
as if Darius was truly buried inside Kit’s hole. 

“Tell me what you’re thinking right now,” Darius rasped against 
Kit’s ear. He shoved lower, rolling Kit’s balls in his palm. 

“T can’t,” Kit gasped. 

Hot, hard fingers pressed behind Kit’s balls. Pushed into the tender 
spot like a trigger. “Why can’t you?” 

Kit arched against Darius, knees weakening. “Because I’m not 
thinking.” 

“Perfect. I don’t want you to think.” Darius kissed the side of Kit’s 
neck. “You don’t have to make decisions. You don’t have to hide. Just 
be good for me.” 

“Fuck,” Kit breathed. 

Darius bit into his shoulder, and pain bloomed into glorious 
pleasure. Kit floated helplessly in the balance. Every mundane 
sensation fell away. Sweat sticking beneath his clothes. Faint exhaust 
from the engine. Kit’s jeans pinched as he spread his legs wide enough 
for Darius’s hand. 

Every physical feeling was distant compared to the wonderful 
abstraction of Kit’s pleasure. 

“Are you close?” Darius asked, and Kit could only moan. He was 
close enough that it was a good thing Darius murmured, “Come for 
me, Kit.” 

Because Kit wanted to be good, but he couldn’t hold himself. He 
came so hard his vision blurred. Like Darius was ripping his orgasm 
from his very soul. 


Nothing was wrong. Nothing existed except the shelter of intimacy. 

Darius kissed Kit’s neck again. Just a kiss, no teeth, yet it pierced 
into Kit’s veins nonetheless. He tucked Kit’s sensitive, softening cock 
into his briefs, then stepped back. In his absence, the evening’s cold 
splashed Kit awake. 

Kit turned and leaned on the car door to keep his balance. Darius 
was scarcely two feet away, but it was too far. His shoulders were 
broad enough that Kit couldn’t see James’s house behind him. 


“Your turn,” Kit said. 

“My turn,” Darius agreed, and unbuckled his belt. “On your knees, 
boy.” 

Kit’s legs folded beneath him before the order fully processed. 
Gravel stung through his jeans, and this would start hurting soon. But 
from the heat in Darius’s eyes, Kit wasn’t going to be down here for 
very long. 

He waited, his anticipation a sleepy thing in the wake of his own 
orgasm. His desperation ebbed to comfort. To gratitude. When Darius 
drew his cock from his slacks, Kit leaned forward. 

“Stop,” Darius said, and Kit froze. Darius’s smile shone in the 
darkness. “Open your mouth, and don’t move.” 


Oh, fuck. That was hot. 


Kit sat back on his heels and opened his mouth. Darius regarded 
him for a moment, then began stroking himself. Kit’s mind went 
blissfully quiet again. 

Someday Kit would have to properly worship Darius’s cock. It was 
gorgeous, dark and thick, commanding attention. This was good too, 
knowing he was exactly where Darius wanted him. Darius was getting 
himself off at the sight of Kit on his knees. And he was about to mark 
Kit as his. 


The cameras wouldn’t get a clear angle of this. Darius’s body was 
in the way. But Kit’s cock stirred at the thought of James watching the 
footage after. 


“Close your eyes,” Darius gritted out. He braced one hand on the 
side of the car above Kit’s head. 


Kit wanted to watch Darius come, but he wanted to be good for 
Darius even more. He closed his eyes just before the first rope of cum 
landed on his lower lip. Darius groaned as he painted Kit’s face in 
cum. Most landed near Kit’s mouth, flavoring his every breath. The 
last string burst against Kit’s cheekbone. It dripped slowly down his 
cheek. 


Harsh breaths filled the night. Kit’s eyes stayed closed as warm, 
sticky fingers found his face again. Darius scraped the cum from Kit’s 


cheek and wiped it onto Kit’s tongue. 

Kit choked, surprised. Then licked the rest from Darius’s finger. 

They cleaned up together in one of James’s guest showers. Any 
hopes Kit had for another round were dashed by his own sleepiness. 
Darius just toweled him off after and kissed the top of Kit’s head. 
When they descended to the first floor again, Kit curled up on the 
couch, and Darius started making dinner. 

Their phones buzzed at the same time. Kit grabbed his from the 
coffee table. “James is on his way back.” 

“That was quick. Good.” Darius moved in from the kitchen. “Before 
I forget, I had something for you.” 

Kit perked up and stretched out his hand. 

Darius took his wrist—and buckled a black leather bracelet around 
it. “Is that comfortable?” 

The band fit perfectly. Snug enough not to move around too much, 
but loose enough not to chafe. Even better, it wasn’t plain black 
leather like Kit assumed at first. A rainbow of paw prints encircled his 
wrist. 

“It’s perfect.” Kit glanced up suspiciously. “Is this a tracking 
device?” 

Darius laughed without shame. “Let me show you how it works. 
There are pressure sensors under the leather.” He sat next to Kit and 
leaned forward to tap his own wrist against the coffee table. “Tap 
twice in a row. Wait a second. Then tap again. Try it.” 

God. This was the third tracking device on Kit’s body—and he 
liked it. He never thought surveillance could be so reassuring, not 
when he valued his privacy so desperately. But he wanted Darius to 
know where he was at every moment, just like James and Bishop. 

Kit unfolded his legs so he could mimic Darius’s movements. Two 
taps, wait, one tap. On the third tap, Darius’s phone beeped sharply. 

Darius turned off the alarm. “You can use that if you’re ever in 
trouble. Should be difficult to do on accident, but easy if you need it.” 

“Do you think I'll need it?” 

“Pm not paranoid. Just prepared.” Darius ruffled Kit’s hair, then 
returned to the kitchen. 

Kit’s phone buzzed again. Hyperaware of the new weight around 
his wrist, Kit swiped open the new message. 


Holden: hey cutie ;) my friend’s throwing a big party next week. 
want to be my date? 


Pressing his phone to his chest, Holden flopped back on his bed and 
waited. Patience was one of his few virtues, all the more admirable 
because he fought so hard for it sometimes. Today was easy though. 
He sent his darling an invitation, and until his darling replied, Holden 
would bask in sweet anticipation. 

His apartment was in one of the shittier off-campus neighborhoods. 
Cheap enough that he could get away with not having a roommate. 
And perhaps most importantly? These ancient apartments were some 
of the only buildings in the greater San Corvo area that hadn’t 
upgraded their security systems recently. 

Which meant that none of the cameras were owned by San Corvo 
Security. Holden knew every blind spot to get in and out of the 
building undetected. 

Holden hadn’t known anything about San Corvo Security’s CEO 
when he picked the place, of course. James Zhou—billionaire, 
murderer, kill-stealer, and worst of all, dating Holden’s darling. 

That all came up later. At the time, Holden just knew the 
difference between good cameras and bad cameras. All of the rest was 
a happy accident. 

Fated. 


Holden never used to believe in fate. He believed in messy 
humanity, and he believed in hunger. But maybe there was a touch of 
guiding magic in the universe after all. 

Maybe not. In the end, it didn’t matter. Fate or accident, Kit 
belonged to Holden. 

Even if Kit didn’t know it yet. 

Actually, maybe Kit already knew. The way Kit clung to him 
during their kiss in the library. The way Kit let Holden mark him. 
Nothing that intensely sweet could be one-sided. 

Soon, there would be no question of who Kit truly belonged to. 
Holden just had to be patient. Luckily, he was no stranger to 
controlling his obsessions. Even if his usual obsessions involved 
slightly more blood. 

He turned his head on the pillow and eyed the door to the crawl 
space where he kept Marco’s fingerbones. They stopped entertaining 
him weeks ago. He should dispose of them discreetly soon. 

Holden’s phone chimed over his heart. Patience rewarded. He 
swung himself up to sit against the pillows, savoring the precise 
answer he needed. 


Darling: yes 


Holden was ready to reply, because he had no intention of playing 


silly timing games with his darling, and no aversion to seeming too 
eager. But before he could shower the conversation with celebratory 
emojis, Kit texted again. 


Darling: um except, ok this might be weird 

Darling: can james come too? 

Darling: it would still be a date 

Darling: a date for you and me, that is. just with james also there 


Darling: james is just nervous about me going near campus when 
they haven’t caught the murderer yet 


Holden stared blankly until the screen automatically darkened. Then 
his head thunked back against the wall, and he stared up at the 
ceiling. 

Kit’s boyfriend was going to crash their date... because of Holden’s 
own unsolved crimes? 

Holden took back every positive thing he had ever thought about 
fate. 


His phone chimed again. 


Darling: sorry. of course that’s a bad idea. can we go somewhere 
else another day instead? 


No, no, no. Guilt surged through Holden, so intense he could choke on 
it. His silence had upset Kit—a crime worse than murder. 


Holden: james can come! the more the merrier :D 
Holden: i'll send you the details ~ 


Typing the messages physically hurt, deep in Holden’s chest. But 
the pain was worth it for Kit’s relieved reply. Holden reveled in the 
rest of the conversation. Kit may be dating other people, but right 
now, every simple text message bound him closer to Holden. 

Besides, bringing James would make Holden’s plan even more 
poetic. 


“Are you sure you're going to be okay?” Kit asked, hooking his ankle 
around James’s. “I don’t think they serve champagne and caviar at 
this kind of party.” 

James rolled his eyes. “Please. I’ve been going to frat parties since 
before you were born.” 

Kit giggled and leaned against James’s right shoulder. They were 
in the back seat of one of James’s cars, with Carla driving on the other 
side of the partition. No limo this time. Getting a chauffeur to a 


college party was already excessive enough. 

Not a frat party, according to Holden. His friend lived in a co-op, 
whatever that was. 

“Tm excited to get to know this Holden boy better,” James said. 
“Mostly I just know that he likes to bite almost as much as I do, and 
Bishop doesn’t like him.” 

Kit flushed at the first point. “Bishop doesn’t like most people.” 

“True. Smart move inviting me instead. Besides, all the college kids 
would smell the ex-cop on him.” 

Yeah. Kit had told Holden a little white lie. 


James hadn’t insisted on crashing their date. That had been Kit’s 
idea. Not because Kit felt unsafe, but the opposite. With Smith dead, 
there wasn’t a hit out on him anymore. Nobody from Kit’s past knew 
he was in San Corvo. 

Kit felt dangerously safe. He wasn’t used to that, and he didn’t 
trust his own judgment when he felt so comfortable. Bringing James 
along seemed smart. 

“How much do you like this guy?” James asked out of nowhere. 
Traffic and city lights danced over his face, but his eyes were dark and 
fixed on Kit. 

“A lot,” Kit answered eventually. He almost asked if that was okay, 
but stopped himself. His relationship with James was secure enough 
that he was confident James wouldn’t get mad. 

James picked up Kit’s left hand and started playing with his 
fingers. The casual touches were grounding. Intimate. “Do you like 
him enough to keep secrets from him?” 

Kit’s lips parted, silent. 

James caressed his wrist next, slowly sliding Darius’s tracking 
bracelet along Kit’s skin. “Or do you like him enough to tell him 
secrets?” 

“I won’t put you guys in danger,” Kit said quietly. 

“I know you won't.” James laced their fingers together and 
squeezed. His grasp was warm, even as Kit’s heart chilled. “But we can 
take care of ourselves. Can Holden?” 

Kit couldn’t answer. 
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“Naughty boy.” 


Music pounded through the house in front of them, and dread circled 
inside Kit’s stomach. He wished James hadn’t said anything in the car. 
But Kit couldn’t blame James for it either. 

That was the problem. James had a valid point. Kit was dating a 
revenge-driven serial killer and a professional assassin. While kinda 
maybe flirting with a vigilante murder detective. 

“Fuck, I’m going to look like a creepy old pervert here,” James 
muttered. 

“Yeah, you are.” Kit leaned against him. “But it’s fine, because 
you’re my creepy old pervert.” 

Bringing an ordinary college student into Kit’s life was 
irresponsible at best. Deadly at worst. Kit craved the normal life he 
could pretend to live when he was with Holden—but Kit couldn’t 
ignore his own selfishness anymore. 


Despite everything, when the house door opened on Holden’s 
lanky form, all Kit’s dread scattered into butterflies. Rainbow party 
lights danced behind him, sliding over his baggy white tank top and 
muscular bare arms. His hair was up in his usual bun, and the dark 
smudge around his eyes might be eyeliner. 

Not nearly as much eyeliner as Kit wore tonight. And Kit’s black 
mesh tank top was a lot tighter than Holden’s. 

Holden seemed to appreciate it as much as James had when Kit 
came downstairs earlier. 

“Hello, cutie.” Holden looked Kit up and down, then grinned at 
James. “I suppose there’s no chance of you leaving us to it? I promise 
to have him home by midnight.” 

James’s answering grin was wicked. “Not a chance. Kit has no 
intention of being home by midnight.” 

Kit sighed dramatically. “Guilty as charged.” 

“Naughty boy,” Holden scolded, then touched Kit’s chin. One 
moment of burning eye contact, before Holden brushed the lightest 
tease of a kiss across Kit’s lips. 


Kit caught himself from leaning forward as Holden pulled away. 
“We're blocking the door,” Kit pointed out. 

“That we are.” Holden gestured them inside. “Let me grab you 
both a drink.” 

The music thudded louder as they entered the house. James 
dropped a hand to Kit’s ass and squeezed. “Don’t mind me. I won’t get 
in your way.” He squeezed harder, enough to drag Kit’s jeans over his 
cock. “Kit will tell me everything later anyway.” 

Holden grinned over his shoulder. “Should I be on my best 
behavior, or my worst?” 

Kit rolled his eyes and flipped them both off. 

A co-op was apparently a very large house with a lot of people in 
it. Kind of like Uncle Ed’s place, except with more college students 
and less heroin. Plus, Ed might have shot anyone who put such 
bouncy pop music on at his house. 

Holden led them to a room with a wooden counter serving as the 
bar. Two women presided over it, one of them mixing drinks for the 
crowd in front of her, the other pouring more... something into the 
massive punch bowl. Holden went right past the bar to the coolers and 
handed Kit an icy-wet can of beer. 

“What if I wanted the jungle juice?” Kit asked. 

Holden shrugged and grabbed a beer for himself. “You wanted a 
beer.” 

Kit wrinkled his nose. “Okay, sure. You still could have asked.” 

“There could be anything in that bowl.” Holden cracked his own 
beer open. “It’s better to grab a new can so you know it hasn’t been 
tampered with.” 

“Tm starting to like you,” James remarked, and Holden raised his 
can in toast. 

“No fair teaming up on me. Can you guys go back to arguing?” Kit 
complained, though his heart wasn’t quite in the banter. The more 
James and Holden settled into a normal, joking conversation, with all 
the push and pull of jealousy, the more Kit dreaded how much he 
wanted this. 

Touching Kit’s elbow, Holden jerked his head towards a door. 
“Come on, cutie.” 

James stayed in the living room, fiddling with his phone, as 
Holden led Kit deeper into the house. The very picture of a casual 
boyfriend—except Kit would bet his favorite holey skinny jeans that 
James was currently opening his tracking app. 

And Kit was the total freak getting all warm and fuzzy over it. 

Holden paused in the hallway. “Hey, question.” They were still 


barely in sight of James, depending on the flow of stumbling, laughing 
college students between them. Holden’s gaze traced Kit like a 
wandering hand. “Can I kiss you?” 

Kit’s warm fuzzies incinerated into something far hotter. He licked 
his lips, intentionally drawing Holden’s attention, and said, “Please.” 

Because if dating Holden was a bad idea? 

Kit needed to make the most of what he could get. 

Holden crowded Kit against the wall. Lifting his beer, he stroked 
Kit’s jaw with the cool, damp knuckles of that hand. A drop of 
condensation slid down Kit’s throat as Holden covered his lips. 

Kit moaned into the kiss, torn between the hot and cold sensations. 
Holden’s other hand was so fucking hot running down Kit’s arm. Kit’s 
beer can crinkled slightly in his tightening grasp as Holden caressed 
his wrist and fingers. Then Holden grabbed Kit’s hand, beer and all, 
and pressed it against the wall. 

By the time Holden pulled away, Kit was breathless. 

“Want to hit the dance floor, or head upstairs?” Holden murmured. 

Dancing was a definite no. “What’s upstairs?” 

Holden’s smile widened. “Somewhere quiet, so we can... talk.” 

Kit’s entire body hummed, drawn magnetically towards Holden. He 
took a sip of his beer, and the cold liquid only intensified the heat by 
contrast. “Upstairs sounds good.” 

Holden slid an arm around Kit’s waist and led him upstairs. 

They detoured into a bedroom covered in posters of naked women. 
Kit almost protested that the decor was a turnoff—nothing wrong with 
other people being into women, Kit just couldn’t relate. 

But Holden barely groped him against the closet door before 
fishing a six-pack of hard lemonade from a mini fridge. “My friend let 
me stash this here. Come on, we’re heading to the roof.” 

The roof was both less and more impressive than Kit expected. 
Less, because the rooftop patio was mostly used as a storage space, 
with piles of broken furniture and other junk. More, because the view 
of San Corvo’s night sky was breathtaking. 

Holden set the six-pack down and leaned against the railing. Kit 
leaned next to him, not quite touching. 

“Thanks for being cool about James tagging along,” Kit said. “I 
know it’s not really normal.” 

“Being poly is normal,” Holden pointed out. “I’m not used to it, 
and I was jealous as hell for a minute, but it’s normal.” 

The correction surprised Kit. Okay, yeah. Dating multiple people 
might be the most normal thing about Kit’s love life. 


“Just for a minute?” Kit asked curiously. 

“Leave me some dignity, okay?” Holden nudged Kit’s shoulder. 
“Anyway, I get why he was worried, with the whole murderer on the 
loose thing.” 

Kit tipped his beer back. There was barely any left. “He’s pretty 
protective.” 

God. That sounded so insufficient. James shot a man for Kit. 

But Kit could never tell Holden that. 

“How’s the case coming along, anyway?” Holden asked. “Is that 
detective guy still looking into it?” 

“Bishop’s still working on it.” Kit shouldn’t be talking about this 
with anyone besides Bishop, but he could keep the details vague. 
Besides, Holden was there when Kit talked to Joyce. “At least nobody 
else has died. Unless he’s moved somewhere else.” 

“He?” Holden asked. 

“I guess I’m making an assumption there.” 

Holden took Kit’s empty can and tossed it into a nearby trash bin. 
“Little weird that he stopped though, isn’t it? I took a class on criminal 
profiling last semester, and serial killers tend to escalate unless 
something interrupts them.” 

Kit shifted closer to Holden, closing the difference between their 
bare arms. “Not necessarily.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Kit looked up, but in the dim light from the nearby street lamps, he 
couldn’t read Holden’s expression. All he saw was a bit of glitter in 
Holden’s eyeliner. “The problem with profiling murderers is that it’s 
all based on one kind of murderer. The kind that got caught.” 

Holden tipped his head back. “You know, that’s a fantastic point. 
How did you get into this sort of thing anyway? Did Bishop like... put 
up a help wanted ad?” 

Which was a totally normal question. But suddenly, exhaustion 
slammed into Kit. He hugged himself, swaying slightly in place with 
the horrible realization. 

He couldn’t do this. 

Kit already had too many secrets to keep. He couldn’t masquerade 
as a normal human for Holden on top of everything. And Kit refused 
to drag Holden into the murderous underworld. 

“You okay?” Holden moved in front of Kit. His shadow blocked out 
the stars. 

“No,” Kit whispered. “Holden, this is so shitty of me to do right 
now. We shouldn’t see each other.” 


Holden froze. “What are you saying?” 

Kit hugged himself tighter to keep from selfishly reaching out. “I’m 
not good for you.” 

“You’re breaking up with me.” Holden stepped back and scrubbed 
a hand over his face. “Fuck. I didn’t see that coming. Fuck, this is 
awkward.” 

Dizziness swept through Kit. “I’m sorry.” 

Belatedly, Kit remembered that breaking up with a man he barely 
knew in a remote, secluded location was a bad idea. But Holden didn’t 
seem angry. On the contrary, he looked stricken. As if he was the one 
hurting Kit, instead of the other way around. 

“No, darling, don’t be sorry.” Holden slipped again into Kit’s 
personal space, and Kit couldn’t remember when he got closer. “I just 
need you to know that none of this is revenge for you breaking up 
with me, okay?” 

Kit didn’t understand. “What?” he asked, or tried to. His voice felt 
too sticky and quiet in his throat. 

“Pm not that kind of guy.” Holden’s grin was colder than Kit had 
ever seen it. “I’m a very different kind of guy. But I’m not mad that 
you dumped me. This isn’t about that.” 

Holden’s voice echoed and thinned, like it was coming from a 
distance. Kit barely heard his own question. “What are you talking 
about?” 

Warm fingers traced Kit’s clammy skin, and loving words sank 
through Kit’s murky consciousness. 


“Darling, darling. I already drugged you ten minutes ago.” 
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such clear and dangerous desire 


Kit didn’t understand at first. But Holden stared down at him with 
such clear and dangerous desire. 

Drugged. 

Holden drugged him. 

That was why Kit’s head was spinning. 

“Why?” Kit asked, the drug muting his shock. He reached for his 
phone, but his pocket was empty. Where was his phone? 

“Shh, it’s all right.” Holden grabbed Kit’s hands, trapped between 
them. “You don’t need your phone.” 

Holden’s grip was tender. Almost fondling Kit’s fingers. But his 
gentle grasp might as well be steel handcuffs. Kit was too weak to 
struggle. He was too weak to even think clearly. 

The bracelet. Kit needed to tap the bracelet, and Darius would help 
him. But Kit couldn’t move his hands. 

Kit couldn’t even keep his eyes open. Darkness swept over him, 
and Holden’s sweet murmurs melted into silence. 


Holden wanted to linger. The moment was perfect—clear skies above, 
and the distant pounding music only emphasized the perfect solitude 
of the rooftop. Kit’s small, perfect body melted completely limp in 
Holden’s arms. 

But the plan required Holden to move quickly. He only allowed 
himself to nuzzle against Kit’s soft hair as he patted his darling down. 

He had already left Kit’s phone in his friend’s bedroom. Taking the 
phone was easy, with the beautiful way Kit responded to kissing. He 
threw his entire self into it, completely absorbed. Slipping the phone 
from his pocket was as easy as slipping the drug into his beer had 
been. 

Now, that was a rush. Taking control of Kit right in front of James 
Zhou. The only thing better would be if that fucking detective was 
there too. Holden smiled above Kit’s drooping head. 


James would remember that moment for the rest of his life. 


Holden found a strange object in Kit’s pocket. A heavy, steel- 
rimmed black coin. Holden wasn’t sure what it was, which was 
concerning. To be safe, he slipped it in his own pocket. He would get 
rid of it on his way out. 

Reluctantly, Holden set Kit down on the ground, propping him up 
against the railing. He had to clean up some evidence before taking 
Kit out the back. Before pulling his gloves on, Holden caressed Kit’s 
slender throat again. 

Holden’s forensics classes never talked about how beautiful the 
quiet moments of a crime could be. 


Kit’s pulse was so sweet and steady. His every breath was entirely 
under Holden’s control. The dim light softened his features, and 
Holden imagined Kit would look like this after sex. Fucked out and 
sleepy, vulnerable and pliant. This would only be better if Kit was 
awake, watching Holden with those beautiful green eyes. 

Maybe Kit would smile softly, just for Holden. 


If only Holden could have Kit’s full attention all the time. If only 
Kit didn’t expect Holden to share. Holden didn’t blame Kit, though. It 
wasn’t Kit’s fault for being so perfect, for so many people wanting 
him. 

Holden didn’t even blame Kit for breaking up with him today. Of 
course Kit didn’t understand Holden yet, because Holden had to keep 
too many secrets from him. 


That was all over now. No more secrets. No more deception. 
And just one last murder. 


“That’s all I have today,” Bishop said. “I’m sorry I don’t have more 
news for you.” 

He sat in one leather armchair, and Mr. and Mrs. Wellington 
shared the couch across from him. Bishop used to meet them in their 
hotel room, but a few weeks ago they rented this house to stay in San 
Corvo until their son’s murder was solved. 


Unfortunately, it was starting to look like they would be here for a 
while. 

Mr. Wellington shook his head. “Don’t apologize. You’ve already 
done so much for us. For Tim...” 

His face crumpled, and his wife slid her arm behind him. 

Bishop looked away to give them a shred of privacy. He hated 
these conversations. The no-news updates. Disappointing families 
never got easier. It was almost worse when they were understanding 


like this. Bishop knew how to handle the angry ones. 

Of course, Bishop had more progress on the SCU case than he was 
able to share with the Wellingtons. For most of his jobs, Bishop didn’t 
coincidentally murder his prime suspects. 

“Really, Matthew, I don’t know where we would be without you,” 
Mrs. Wellington said. “Just the fact that the police are taking Timothy 
seriously now is so important to us.” 

Mr. Wellington nodded and got to his feet. “Don’t know where we 
would be right now if we hadn’t heard your name.” 

Gathering his things together, Bishop paused. “Where did you hear 
my name, anyway? I get most of my clients from in-state.” 

“One of Timothy’s friends, wasn’t it?” Mr. Wellington nudged his 
wife. “Gave us a business card.” 

Mrs. Wellington contemplated as she straightened her dress. “Yes, 
we ran into him at the campus café, when you were buying me that 
terrible latte.” 

“After you screamed at the police chief, yes,” Mr. Wellington said 
approvingly. 

“I was firm with him. You have to be firm with those people.” Mrs. 
Wellington snapped her fingers. “Holden!” 

Bishop’s attention sharpened. 

“Holden Radley, that was his name.” Mrs. Wellington smiled. 
“Such a nice boy.” 

Unease trickled cold along the back of Bishop’s neck. The sudden, 
undeniable instinct that something was wrong. Why would a normal 
college student be handing out Bishop’s business card? 

Just weeks before that normal college student started dating 
Bishop’s... before Holden started dating Kit? 

Bishop bid his clients farewell with a reassuring smile, then fled 
the house on autopilot. The quiet suburban street yawned empty and 
dark. Bishop flung his briefcase into his car, and was dialing James on 
speaker before he even closed his car door. 

James answered immediately, half-shouting over the music on his 
end. “What’s wrong?” 

“Where’s Kit right now?” Bishop demanded, pulling open his 
tracking app. 

“He’s in a bedroom on the second floor.” The music grew quieter, 
and James’s voice got clearer. “I’m surprised they made it that far. 
Holden looked like he wanted to fuck Kit right over the bar. Maybe Ill 
do that when they’re done.” 

The loading circle spun around the tracking app as James spoke. 


Then it blinked red, and a banner popped up: 
Device Disconnected 


“James,” Bishop said sharply, starting his car. “Get eyes on him 
now. Something’s wrong.” 

“On it.” James’s voice chilled. “Call Darius.” 

The music blared louder, then cut off as James hung up. Bishop 
stepped on the gas, and barely hesitated before turning left at the next 
intersection. 

Turning right was the quickest way to campus, but his own house 
wasn’t far away. Instinct told Bishop he wanted a few more guns for 
this. 


James’s mind raced, but he forced himself to move carefully. Music 
and laughter pulsed through the darkness. This was an unfamiliar 
environment, jam-packed with unfamiliar people. He wouldn’t help 
Kit by panicking. 

Even if his every nerve screamed alarm. Even if his lungs 
tightened, the grubby walls closing around him as if he wasn’t in a 
crowded co-op. He was curled up in a closet, suffocating under winter 
coats, while everyone he loved died. 

James shook off the memories as he mounted the staircase. He 
wanted a gun, but the bottle in his hand would work as a weapon if 
he needed one. Broken glass could do plenty of damage. 

The second floor of the co-op was quieter. There was no noise 
behind the bedroom door that James’s tracking app led him to. James 
exhaled, readying himself—then kicked the door down. 

A girl down the hall shouted, “What the fuck, dude?” 

James ignored her, focused entirely on... the empty, silent 
bedroom. Posters of porn stars writhed across the walls. Clothing 
scattered across the unmade bed. A broken bong sat next to an intact 
bong on top of the mini fridge. 

Kit’s cell phone sat on the bedside table. But Kit himself was 
nowhere in sight. 

Kit would never leave his phone on purpose. 

James’s panic crystallized into something sharper, colder. He 
shouldn’t have taken his eyes off Kit. This was his fucking fault. But he 
would tear himself apart with guilt later. Now, he had only two goals. 

Find his boyfriend and kill Holden Radley. 

James tucked Kit’s phone into his jacket pocket, then pulled out his 
own phone to send a voice memo to Bishop and Darius. 


Darius was still on the phone with Bishop when James’s memo came 
through. He listened to it along with the echo on Bishop’s end, clear 
through his earbud. 

“Kit isn’t with his phone. I’m searching the house. Get over here 
now.” 

James had that edge to his voice that made Darius nervous. Taking 
that furious, personal energy to a job was dangerous. 


Darius shoved his own fear deep down, out of the way, where he 
couldn’t trip over it. He shoved down his relief too—being prepared 
for this was good, but Darius distrusted positive emotions as well as 
negative ones. Either could slow him down. 

Darius’s phone buzzed again with an address drop. 

“You think this Holden kid is responsible?” Darius asked, sliding a 
gun into his side holster. Bishop and James seemed certain Holden 
Radley was to blame. Darius trusted their judgment, but he didn’t like 
to make assumptions. 


It could be one of Darius’s enemies. One of James’s enemies. Fuck, 
it could be related to the hit that Kit swore wasn’t a problem anymore. 
Which would mean it was Darius’s fault for believing Kit. 

Darius couldn’t think about that now. Regret was a luxury. He 
texted his sister a code phrase—not an evacuation signal. Just a note 
to be prepared: Hey, might be late next week. 


Just in case the threat wasn’t limited to Kit. 

“I think I want a conversation with him,” Bishop gritted out in 
reply. “I’m almost at my place. Are you meeting James?” 

Darius slid another gun into his other side holster, then switched 
apps on his phone. “No. Because Kit isn’t at this house party 
anymore.” 

“What?” Bishop demanded. 


“Tl call you back.” Darius grabbed his keys and headed for the 
door. 


He kept half his attention on his surroundings, the other half on 
the blinking icons on his phone screen. The bracelet tracker moved 
steadily, following the speed limit. Stopping at stop signs, slowing 
with occasional traffic. 

The apartment complex was mostly empty. His neighbors weren’t 
an adventurous, late-night crowd. Darius still waited until he was 
safely in his car, where nobody could overhear him, to call Bishop 
back—this time, adding James to the call as well. 

“Don’t bother with the house,” Darius said without preamble. He 
pulled out of his parking spot. “Kit’s in a vehicle, moving north along 
Cypress.” 


There was a pause, before James said, “Are you tracking my 
boyfriend?” 

“Tm tracking my boyfriend,” Darius said easily—only realizing his 
mistake when it was too late. 

James must be really worried. He didn’t pick up on that for an 
entire two seconds. “Boyfriend?” James teased, though his tension still 
vibrated across the phone. “I’m going to tell Kit you said that.” 

Bishop interrupted. “Tell Kit whatever you want, once we find him. 
Darius, where is he now?” 

Darius ran a quick calculation. “Turning off Cypress, west on 
Gearing. Bishop, you’re closest. James, cameras.” 

“Got it,” James said, and Darius had to shove down his worry 
again. James was too freaked out by Kit’s disappearance to chafe at 
Darius giving him orders. 

“Tm leaving now,” Bishop said. “Darius, can you share your 
screen?” 

Darius did so with a few quick movements. The call fell silent, and 
Darius wished James would crack a few jokes. Say something 
shockingly inappropriate. 

Anything to make shoving the fear back easier. 


When Bishop pulled into the parking lot, only fourteen minutes had 
passed since he noticed the failed tracker. 

The nearest street lamp flickered every ten seconds, spilling 
shadows across this end of the parking lot. Plenty of light blazed from 
the massive 24-hour pharmacy that ruled the shopping center, but the 
shadows still seemed stronger. 

A handful of other cars huddled close to the pharmacy. Out in the 
shadows, there were only two. Bishop’s car, and his target’s. 

Bishop exhaled and closed his car door. His target waited a row 
away, a glossy dark sedan straddling two different parking spaces. 

“I have eyes on you,” James said into Bishop’s earbud. “Pretty 
public spot for a shootout.” 

“You should wait for backup,” Darius added. 

If Bishop thought he was about to be in a pharmacy parking lot 
shootout, he’d listen to Darius. But Bishop’s stomach sank at the 
movement behind the sedan’s windows. There were people inside— 
too many people. 

“I don’t need backup,” Bishop said as four scantily clad young 
women poured from the sedan. 


The driver was sober and this close to being done with this shit. 


She attempted to corral her drunk friends towards the pharmacy—but 
she was waylaid by the blonde in a glittery mini skirt. Glitter Skirt 
flung her arms around the driver’s neck and planted a kiss on her 
cheek. 

Bishop swore under his breath. 

Around Glitter Skirt’s wrist was a black and rainbow bracelet. Just 
like Darius described. 

“Well, fuck,” James said, watching over the CCTV. 

“Situation?” Darius asked. 

“He’s ahead of us.” Bishop snapped a photo of the sedan’s license 
plate. His thoughts raced and floundered at once, crashing against 
each other. “Kit isn’t here. Someone else is wearing the tracking 
bracelet.” 

Silence rang across the line. 

“Tm going to question the girls. You two, meet me at my place.” 
Dread and determination warred in Bishop’s heart. “Holden’s smarter 
than I thought. We need a plan. Either we still have time, or...” 

Darius finished what Bishop couldn’t say: “Or it’s already too late. 

Sixteen minutes now. Who knew how much of a lead Holden had 
before Bishop realized there was a problem. Either Kit was still alive, 
or he was already dead. 

“We have time,” James bit out, and Bishop wanted to believe him. 

Because all he could think about was sitting on his kitchen floor. 
Kit leaning against him. Shattered pieces of their pasts spread out 
around them. Vulnerability offered like a gift. 

Bishop had almost kissed Kit then. Right now, alone under the 
flickering street lamp, Bishop wished he had given in. 
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“T can’t think right about you.” 


Darkness rippled. Kit floated within himself, caught between 
nothingness and fear. He couldn’t open his eyes yet. If he opened his 
eyes, something bad would happen. 

If he stayed asleep, he didn’t have to be afraid. 

But darkness couldn’t protect Kit from everything else. Awareness 
crept through the strain in his shoulders. Bindings pulled Kit’s wrists 
behind his back. More bindings tightened around his ankles. 

Bunched-up fabric irritated his skin, where his mesh tank top rode 
up beneath his ribs. 

Kit lay on his side, on what felt like a bare mattress. Except his 
cheek pressed against a pillow, gone damp beneath his mouth. There 
was something strangely familiar about his surroundings. 

Faint bruises ached around his shoulders and knees. Not as many 
as Kit expected. Nothing hurt on the inside, and Kit’s clothes were 
intact, but nausea rocked his stomach at the thought. Should he be 
relieved his kidnapper hadn’t raped him while he was asleep? 

The man could have done anything. 

Footsteps tapped across the room, traveling back and forth. Back 
and forth. Kit’s kidnapper was in the room with him. 

Holden. 

Holden drugged and kidnapped him. That fact rattled through Kit’s 
entire body, sharp edges drawing blood wherever they struck. Closing 
his eyes didn’t keep the hurt away after all. 

Kit opened his eyes and flinched at the light. 

Then his eyes adjusted, and he flinched again. Holden paced across 
the room, head bowed, a stalking lion in a baggy SCU hoodie. 

The room was an ordinary basement den. A couch against one 
wall. A fridge against another, unplugged. A shaggy rug kicked into a 
rumpled heap out of the way. Metal shelves, their contents rummaged 
through and scattered. 

Ordinary. Except Kit knew this room. This was Uncle Ed’s 
basement. But this bed wasn’t supposed to be here. This bed was 


supposed to be upstairs, in the guest room Kit slept in. 

Dreamlike unreality wrapped around Kit like a net. Bound him 
tighter than the cuffs on his wrists, or the chain tying his ankles to the 
foot of the bed. 

Kit was right back where he started. 

Why did Holden bring him here? 

Across the room, Holden met Kit’s eyes. He stopped short, and a 
smile broke the blank mask of his face. “Darling. You’re awake.” 

Kit swallowed, his throat too dry to answer even if he knew what 
to say. 

Holden picked something off the metal shelves. A sleek, dark 
handgun. He set it down again, shuddered, and approached the bed 
with empty hands. “I’m sorry, Kit. I didn’t want it to be like this.” 

Every muscle in Kit’s body tensed, bracing for a futile struggle. But 
Holden knelt next to the bed, closer to eye level, without trying to 
touch him. 

Kit’s question was barely more than a whisper: “Why am I here, 
Holden?” 

“Pm sorry,” Holden said again. “I can’t think right about you. I 
want you too much.” 

That look in Holden’s eyes was familiar. Hunger, need, the moment 
before they kissed in the library. The moment after, when Kit’s blood 
sang with want. 

Now, only panic flowed through Kit’s veins. Fists yanking against 
his bonds, Kit found his voice. “I’m not asking why you took me. Why 
am I here, Holden?” Kit’s eyes burned. “Why are we in this basement? 
Why is my fucking bed down here?” 

Holden blinked, rocking back on his heels. “This is your bed?” 

“Don’t play dumb,” Kit spat, half command and half plea. “Tell me 
who you are.” Kit tried to sit up, but the chain around his ankles 
knocked him off balance. “Who else is here?” 

Holden’s brow furrowed with something like concern. “Nobody 
else is here, darling. It’s just you and me.” He reached out—then 
paused, his fingers mere inches away from Kit’s icy face. “I’m sorry. If 
I knew this place would upset you, I would have brought you 
somewhere else.” 

“You don’t want to upset me,” Kit repeated, deadpan. 

Holden nodded, like that was normal, not insane. “I just brought 
you here because the house is empty. The police cleared the crime 
scene weeks ago. I brought this bed down because most of the others 
were covered in blood.” He sighed. “And I suppose it’s poetic. This is 
the first place I saw you.” 


Impossible. 

Kit would remember Holden at one of Uncle Ed’s parties—right? 

“I don’t remember that.” Kit felt too small and helpless, lying down 
talking to Holden. But at least Holden was listening. Maybe Kit could 
talk his way out of this. “Can I sit up?” 

Holden stood. “I can help you.” 

“I don’t need help.” Kit braced himself for Holden to try anyway. 

But Holden kept his distance, watching as Kit awkwardly shoved 
himself onto his ass, then scooted back to lean against the wall. 
Pressure ached through his shoulders, and he had to tuck his feet to 
the side. 

Kit’s heart dropped. The movement made two things clear. 
Bishop’s tracking coin was gone from his pocket, and Darius’s bracelet 
was gone from his wrist. Holden already took his phone at the party. 

His men would find him. Kit was certain of that. The question was 
whether they would find him before or after Holden killed him. 

Holden hadn’t said anything about killing him, but Kit wasn’t 
stupid. There were only a few reasons to drug someone, kidnap them, 
and chain them to a bed. 

The ending became obvious when the victim could recognize and 
identify his abductor. 

“When did you first see me?” Kit asked. 

Holden sat on the edge of the bed. “I was outside. I was following 
Ed, and I saw Bishop take you away.” His hand tensed, clawing into 
the mattress. “I barely saw you. I was so short-sighted.” 

Kit struggled to follow. “You were following Ed? Ed Addersen?” 

“He was going to be my first kill. Bishop stole him from me.” 
Holden glanced up, eyes red beneath the smudge of eyeliner. “I was 
furious, but I don’t care about him anymore. Now I have...” 

Now Holden had Kit. 

“Why did you want to kill Ed?” Kit asked. Pieces started falling 
into place. “Joyce told us he was selling revenge porn. Did you kill 
him for that?” 

“I didn’t care about that.” Holden shrugged. “I mean, that made it 
easier. Ed was scum, and nobody would miss him. But I wanted to kill 
him because he took my parking spot one time, when he visited 
Timothy last semester.” 

Silence fell, before Kit burst into laughter. 

The hysterics crashed over him, and Kit could only surrender. Each 
gasping wheeze yanked his wrists against the cuffs. His eyes stung. He 
couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t stop. 


Holden jumped to his feet, hovering over Kit’s hysterics. “Darling, 
darling. Don’t be upset. Breathe, darling.” 

Fuck. This was so stupid. 

Holden wasn’t related to Dad or Smith or Uncle Ed. Pure chance 
threw Kit across Holden’s path and dragged them to this moment. Kit 
was going to die in this basement, beneath the same house he spent so 
many months in, lost in his haze of drugs and depression. 

Like he never escaped his past after all. 

A sick, vicious part of Kit hoped Dad would learn what happened 
tonight. Hoped it drove him mad. 

Holden knelt on the bed, but once again stopped before touching 
Kit. The air heated between them, and Kit’s laughter turned to gasps. 
Kit screwed his eyes shut before he started crying. It was awful, how 
part of Kit yearned for Holden to close the distance. 

How Kit needed Holden’s arms around him. 

“I broke up with you because you were normal.” Kit couldn’t wipe 
his eyes with his hands bound behind his back. He looked up, trying 
to read Holden’s face. “Just a normal college student. I didn’t want 
you to get involved with me. Who are you, really?” 

Holden reached out. Paused. When Kit didn’t flinch, he rubbed his 
thumb beneath Kit’s left eye. Then Kit’s right eye. His touch blazed hot 
through the dampness. 

‘Tm a normal college student.” Holden licked Kit’s tears off his 
thumb, eyes shuttering in pleasure. “I’ve just wanted to kill people 
since I was five years old.” 

“You're going to kill me,” Kit said, because he liked to be clear. 

“Yes,” Holden said. “I have to.” 

Kit almost laughed again. How absurd to discuss his own death 
with his murderer-to-be. 

They sat together on the bare mattress like they were trading 
secrets at a slumber party. The sort of slumber party where the guest 
was bound hand and foot, and the host kept a gun across the room. 

But there was nothing absurd about the intensity in Holden’s eyes. 

Memory burned in Kit’s throat. He never had this conversation 
with the first man who wanted to kill him. 

No. Kit’s stomach twisted, something inside him rebelling at the 
comparison. Holden was different. Holden had to be different. Right? 
Did the differences matter, when Holden was still going to kill 

him? 

Holden touched Kit’s shoulder. The heat of his hand spilled down 
Kit’s bare skin. “What are you thinking, darling?” 


Kit shivered. “Do you really want to know?” 

Holden’s smile was as bright as ever. “I want to know everything 
about you.” 

Such a gorgeous smile. Such magnetic brown eyes. Holden was 
different now—not pretending to be normal. But there were still clear 
traces of the man Kit thought he knew. 

“What happened to you?” Kit asked. “What made you like this?” 

Holden sat back on the bed. The extra two feet of space felt like 
nothing when his gaze burned along every inch of Kit. “Are you 
stalling for time, my adorable angel?” 

“That would be smart, wouldn’t it,” Kit muttered, and Holden had 
the gall to laugh. “How much time do we have?” 

“I don’t know,” Holden said. “Depends how smart your detective 
is, and how well I avoided James’s cameras.” 

Fuck. Kit’s heart sank. Holden had done his research. “I don’t want 
to talk about them.” 

It was the right thing to say. A feral grin spread across Holden’s 
face. “Nothing happened to make me like this. My family is so nice 
and normal, it’s excruciating.” 

Kit wasn’t stalling for time. He wanted to know how he’d gotten 
Holden so fucking wrong. And somehow, the sound of Holden’s voice 
was comforting. Soothing away the terrifying sting of being back in 
this house. 

Yes, Holden brought him here. But Holden hadn’t known. 

Kit believed Holden hadn’t known. 

“Mom found me decapitating my toys when I was five,” Holden 
continued. “She didn’t shout or anything, but I knew I was in danger.’ 

“Like she would hurt you?” Kit asked. 

Holden shook his head. “Not that kind of danger. Like, existential 
danger. The part of me that wanted to hurt people... I knew 
instinctively that if Mom and Dad saw that part of me, they would try 
to fix me.” 

“So you hid.” 

“They did everything right.” Holden moved, and Kit flinched—but 
Holden was just jumping to the floor. He paced as he talked. “They 
signed me up for sessions with a nice, competent therapist, and she 
taught me how to hide. She didn’t realize that was what she was 
doing, but I could adapt and answer according to her reactions. I 
learned how to behave so she would tell my parents I was normal.” 

“Normal,” Kit repeated. 

Holden tapped his head. “I kept it all in here, waiting, until I was 


? 


ready.” 

“Then Bishop killed Ed before you,” Kit said—then tensed. Maybe 
he shouldn’t have mentioned either of those names. 

But Holden just stopped pacing and looked contemplative. “Did 
you know Ed?” 

“Barely.” 

“Are you sad he’s dead?” 

Oh. Here was the part where Kit wasn’t normal either. “No.” 

“I don’t want you to be sad,” Holden said, with such earnestness 
Kit would believe him without the chains around his wrists. 

God, Kit was fucked up. Maybe he believed Holden anyway. 

Holden resumed pacing. Each turn took him closer to the gun on 
the shelf. “Maybe it’s fate that Ed took my parking spot. That was his 
purpose. He led me to you.” 

“The library.” Kit’s head spun again. “We didn’t meet by accident.” 

“I was just following you to get to Bishop at first. But then you 
talked to me.” Holden stopped right next to the gun, but his eyes were 
on Kit the entire time. “You looked at me. I don’t know why, but 
you’re the most fascinating person I’ve ever met.” 

Kit exhaled. He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want Holden to kill 
him either. Those facts were linked but separate. 

Those facts weren’t absolute. Dying had never been Kit’s greatest 
fear. 

“Do you really want to kill me?” Kit asked, then gave a hollow 
laugh. “I know you have to. I know too much. Even if you kill me, 
you’re fucked when my guys get here.” Kit shuddered. Fuck. He 
couldn’t think about them right now. “But do you want to kill me?” 

Holden abandoned the shelf and the gun to stalk across the grimy 
basement. A few long strides put him back on the bed. Kit slid 
sideways as the mattress moved—and Holden caught him by the arm. 
Held him against the wall. 

Holden’s breath grazed Kit’s lips. His fingertips brushed Kit’s 
throat. “Yes, sweetheart, I want to kill you. You’re so perfect already. I 
can’t even imagine how beautiful you’ll be, bleeding out and finally 
mine.” 

Kit swallowed beneath Holden’s touch. The silk ribbons of Holden’s 
devotion wrapped tighter than any chain. “Tell me.” 

Holden’s fingers trembled against Kit’s pulse. The room darkened. 
“T want to own you. Possess you. I want to have you in a way nobody 
else can ever have you. I want to touch pieces of you nobody else has 
ever touched.” 


Kit’s pulse quickened. Not entirely from fear—but a twisted hope. 
“Just me?” 

Holden tilted his head, inches from Kit’s lips. “What do you 
mean?” 

“If I wasn’t here tonight,” Kit said. “If Pd bailed on the party. 
Would you have taken someone else?” 

“No,” Holden said, but Kit wasn’t done. 

Each word came out so sharp, Kit’s throat hurt. “Not just anyone. 
You would have picked some other boy with dark hair. Maybe even a 
girl if she was skinny enough, or she had the right eyes.” 

Kit’s greatest, guiltiest fear was of being replaced. 

Holden recoiled. “What the fuck? Like a substitute?” He wound 
both hands in Kit’s hair, trapping him in place. “Darling, darling. 
Nobody could take your place. Nobody ever. I almost killed a woman 
on the hiking trails the other week, did you know?” 

Kit laughed breathlessly. “How the fuck could I know that?” 

“I stopped. Because I wouldn’t enjoy it.” Holden pressed his 
forehead against Kit’s. His hands were so gentle. “Because there’s no 
point in killing anyone now, if I’m not killing you.” 

The tenderness was overwhelming. Kit shuddered in Holden’s 
grasp, half wishing his hands were free so he could touch Holden 
back. 

Half grateful he was tied down, so he couldn’t forget where he 
was. What he was doing. 

“I can’t share you, Kit,” Holden whispered. “I just can’t. I thought 
about stealing you away, but we can’t disappear forever. Your fucking 
boyfriends will find us. This is the only way I can keep you.” 

Holden was right. James, Darius, and Bishop would find them 
eventually, wherever Holden ran. However smart he was, however 
well he prepared, Holden was still no match for the rest of Kit’s men if 
they caught up with him. 

Kit wanted all three of them so bad he could barely breathe—but 
despite everything, he wanted Holden just as much. 

Maybe there was a route through this. One narrow, treacherous 
route to survive with every piece of his heart. And if Kit failed? At 
least he could die on his own terms. As long as Holden agreed. 

“If you’re going to kill me,” Kit said quietly, “I have one request.” 

“What is it, darling?” 

Kit took a deep breath, then met Holden’s eyes. “Make me suffer.” 
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a ruined masterpiece 


Holden tore himself away. “No.” He sat back on the mattress, hard. 
“You won’t feel a thing. It won’t hurt.” 

Kit curled up so pitifully against the wall. His legs bent towards the 
foot of the bed, and his shoulders hunched forward with the way 
Holden had tied his hands behind him. Every birdlike bone of Kit’s 
shoulders protruded beneath his tender skin. 

Ethereal, divine, yet so gorgeously human. The bruises only added 
to Kit’s perfection. The disheveled dark hair. The smeared eyeliner. Kit 
was a ruined masterpiece. 

Kit was perfect. Holden yearned to destroy him. 

Yet Holden couldn’t bear to hurt Kit either. 

Holden could harbor both contradictory needs in his mind. He 
could protect his darling while breaking him apart—until Kit captured 
him with those big green eyes and asked to suffer. 

“That’s what I want,” Kit said, his voice ragged. “Torture me while 
I’m awake to feel it. You can break my vocal cords first, if you’re 
worried about me screaming.” 

Pain hammered inside Holden’s ribs. “Kit, sweetheart.” 

Kit smiled horribly. “Kill me slowly. Draw it out. I want to see my 
own shattered bones, Holden. I don’t just want my blood on your 
hands. I want it dripping from your arms, all the way to your elbows.” 

Each fantasy sharpened into daggers with Kit’s words. 

This was what drew Holden to Kit in the first place. This 
compelling strangeness. Kit’s glittering soul was riddled with veins of 
darkness. 

“There’s a big toolbox in one of the kitchen cabinets,” Kit said. 
“Unless the cops took it. There should be a nail gun. Have you ever 
used a nail gun, Holden?” 

“No,” Holden whispered. 

“It’s easy.” Kit tipped his head back against the wall, baring the 
stark lines of his throat. “I wanted you to nail me on that co-op roof, 
so maybe you could nail pieces of me to the wall instead. A hand here. 


An organ there.” 


“No.” Holden staggered backwards. Everything was too warm. He 
ripped his hoodie off, but he was still too warm in just his loose tank. 
His every movement was jerky, abortive, furious energy wanting to 
pace the room, wanting to run, except he couldn’t look away from Kit. 
“No, no, no.” 

“Leave evidence,” Kit snarled. “Flood this fucking room with my 
blood. And then throw my body in acid, or a woodchipper. I don’t 
know how to find a woodchipper, so you’re on your own for that.” 

On your own. The words echoed. On your own. On your own. On 
your own. 


Holden never felt crazy until he met Kit. 


He always knew he wasn’t normal. The things that made him 
happy weren’t what most children daydreamed of. But that never 
bothered him before. Holden only ever worried about slipping up. 
Being discovered. Being fixed, as if he was broken. 

This was so much harder. Holden didn’t know how to survive a 
world where he cared about someone. 

Erasing Kit would solve everything. Except Kit was still here, still 
alive, saying such horrible things. 

“I don’t want you to suffer,” Holden snapped. 

“I don’t want to die!” Kit’s chest heaved beneath the rumpled 
mesh. “But if you’re going to kill me, I want you to know exactly what 
yow’re doing. I want us both to be there for every fucking second. No 
pretending that it’s kindness or mercy or love.” Kit licked his lips. “If 
you’re going to murder me, you have to do it right.” 

Silence fell between them. Kit stared, like he was the one in 
control, not the one bound on the bare mattress. Holden’s heart 
struggled against the straitjacket of his ribs. 


Holden never wanted to kill Kit. That was the fucking problem. 

“I don’t know what to do,” Holden said quietly. 

The sharp smile slid from Kit’s face. His eyes softened. “Could you 
untie my hands?” 

Holden’s body moved without input from his brain. He crawled 
onto the mattress, hesitating as he neared Kit. But Kit didn’t flinch 
away from him. Kit was pliant and warm as Holden moved him from 
the wall and unbuckled the cuffs. 


Steel, lined with leather and faux-fur padding, to keep Kit 
restrained without hurting him. Holden set them aside. 

He meant to unfasten Kit’s ankles next, but before he could move, 
Kit touched his face. 


“You're okay.” Kit wiped the tears from Holden’s cheeks. “We’re 
both okay.” 

Holden wasn’t sure about that. But with Kit’s fingers soft against 
his face, Kit’s breath soft against his lips, Holden wanted to pretend. 

He let Kit draw him down, until they lay side by side on the 
mattress. Kit’s head pillowed on his shoulder. Neither of them made 
any move to free Kit’s ankles. 

“What was your plan after you killed me?” Kit asked, tracing 
patterns on Holden’s chest. 

“I didn’t have a plan.” Holden wanted to grab Kit’s hand. He 
probably shouldn’t. “I might have killed myself. Might have let your 
boyfriend do it, though.” 

“Which one of my boyfriends?” Kit asked. 

“Whoever was fastest.” 

“Last time James and Darius shot a man, it was a tie,” Kit said, 
matter-of-factly. Then he laughed. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m telling 
you that.” 

Holden couldn’t believe it either. Like this, he could almost believe 
they were a normal couple. Well, not normal. But the kind of couple 
who communicated with each other about murder and things. 
“They’re still probably going to kill me.” 

Kit shrugged against him, then sat up. He looked down. Caressed 
Holden’s face again. “You wanted a piece of me no one else has ever 
touched.” 

Holden propped himself up on one elbow. He felt strangely 
relaxed, even though the clock was ticking towards an unknown 
deadline. Every moment was a moment closer to Kit’s boyfriends 
knocking the door down. But right now, Holden had this space, this 
moment, all to himself. 

“I want every piece of you, darling,” Holden said. 


Kit exhaled. “Then I’ll give you something worse than dying. PIH 
tell you the truth about my past.” 
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“T thought my family was normal too.” 


Kit had never told this story from the beginning before. He had only 
told it from the end—the part he knew. Other people dug up the 
earlier pieces, ripping Kit’s childhood apart to find the jagged bones of 
it. 

But Kit felt safe here, sitting next to Holden on the bare mattress, 
ankles still cuffed to the footboard. Holden watched his every breath 
with such intense devotion. 

Terror and elation all mixed together, then yanked away. Kit 
hadn’t crashed yet. He simply floated through the surreal calm. 

Kit believed Holden wouldn’t kill him now. Probably. How long 
had it been since Holden took him from the party? How much time 
did they have left before the guys found them? 

If Kit was going to talk, he needed to finish fast. If Bishop 
especially heard any of this, he would try to help. Kit refused to 
entertain the notion. 

“I thought my family was normal too,” Kit said. “My mom left 
before I could remember her, but Dad was great at the single dad 
thing. He worked from home, so he was always there. I always felt 
lucky he was around so much.” 

Holden sat up. “Your mom just left?” 

Kit shrugged in on himself. “Nobody ever proved otherwise.” 

“Fuck,” Holden muttered under his breath. 


“Dad was great,” Kit said again. Because that was important. It 
wasn’t true, but it was important. “He did all the try-hard dad shit like 
camping trips and theme parks. He was volunteer coach for three 
different sports before he realized I hated all of them, and stopped 
signing me up.” 

When Kit’s throat tightened, Holden touched his shoulder. 
Hesitantly at first, then rubbing deeper when Kit leaned into the 
touch. 

“The little things too,” Kit continued. “He was always there to 
spend time with me. I did my homework in his home office with him, 


unless there was a call I couldn’t listen to. He photographed 
everything. Birthdays, holidays, normal stupid days.” 

A shutter clicked in Kit’s head. So loud and crisp, Kit almost 
believed it was real. 

Before digital cameras got good enough, Dad developed his own 
film. He had his own dark room. Kit wasn’t allowed inside, because 
Dad said the chemicals were bad for him. 

“One day, when I was fourteen, he got a call and had to leave the 
house in a hurry,” Kit whispered. “I found his spare laptop unlocked.” 

“Wait,” Holden said suddenly. 

Kit didn’t understand, ready to cry at the interruption. If he 
stopped, he would never finish this, and for some strange reason he 
needed Holden to know. 


Holden’s touch skated down Kit’s bare arms. He gently eased Kit’s 
hands away from their clawing grasp. Only then did Kit feel the sting 
of his own fingernails. 

Holden stroked the backs of Kit’s hands. “I’m going to untie your 
ankles.” 

“It’s easier if I can’t run,” Kit admitted. 

Holden leaned forward. No hesitation this time as he gently kissed 
Kit’s forehead. “I know you won’t run.” 

Every touch kept Kit in the present as Holden uncuffed his ankles. 
Long fingers slipped between Kit’s socks and jeans, checking for 
abrasions. Rubbing next to the ones Holden found. Holden held Kit’s 
feet for a second, his touch warm even through Kit’s canvas shoes. 
Then Holden sat back against the wall. 

Kit stretched his legs out. Rolled his ankles back and forth. Fuck, 
Holden was right. Kit couldn’t be tied down for this. He sat against the 
wall too, not quite touching Holden. 


“There were a lot of things I wasn’t allowed to see. Mostly related 
to Dad’s work, which wasn’t always legal. But the laptop wasn’t for 
work. He kept it locked up whenever anyone else was in the house. I 
was curious.” Kit’s hands splayed on the bare mattress. Instead of 
hunching in on himself, he took a deep, loosening breath. “The hard 
drive was filled with photos of dead little boys. A few girls too. They 
had dark hair and pale skin, and green eyes when Dad could find 
them.” 

“Substitutes,” Holden murmured. 

Kit nodded jerkily. His eyes stung. “I didn’t even realize how 
similar they were at first. The photos were so... They weren’t... the 
kids weren’t dead in all the photos. Not yet.” 

There were videos too, but Kit didn’t watch any of the videos. The 


investigators asked him to look at a few still-frames later, with 
everything horrific blocked off, to see if Kit recognized any identifying 
objects or articles of clothing. Kit couldn’t help anymore, though. 

“Dad raped and killed kids who looked like me,” Kit said quietly. 
“Because they looked like me. Because he fantasized about doing all 
that to me, but if he actually killed me, the fantasy would be over.” 

And that was enough. That kept Dad’s urges at bay. All those other 
kids died instead of Kit, and Kit survived every damned camping trip. 

Every morning before school, Dad would say, “Love you, son.” 

And every morning, Kit would reply, “Love you, too.” 

Holden’s hands tightened into fists, knuckles white against his 
knees. “Damn. I thought I was fucked up.” 

A weak laugh bubbled out of Kit. He wiped his eyes and laughed 
harder, not quite crying, but not not crying either. 

Until Holden lifted his chin with gentle fingers. “Hey, Kit. Where is 
your dad now?” 

“Prison.” Kit wiped his eyes again and couldn’t manage a smile. “I 
took the laptop to the cops. The evidence was overwhelming. Dad 
didn’t fight the charges, and that was that.” 

“That was that?” Holden gently stroked Kit’s cheek. “Somehow I 
doubt it.” 

Interviews. Therapy. Testifying. More therapy. Kit finally escaped 
to a pair of temporary guardians in Arizona and tried to be normal 
until he turned eighteen. 

Then he got the fake ID from Smith and vanished. He thought he 
was escaping—but escaping looked a lot like giving up, when he 
ended up living with Uncle Ed anyway. 

Kit couldn’t bring himself to explain any more now, though. This 
was difficult enough already. 

Holden just kept petting Kit’s hair. “I want to kill your dad. If that’s 
okay with you.” 

The words were so soft, so sweet. Closing his eyes, Kit leaned into 
the touch. “I don’t know if it’s okay. P’ll let you know when I figure it 
out.” 

“I really want to kill him.” Holden kissed the top of Kit’s head and 
pulled him closer. “But I’d rather be here with you.” 

The tenderness shot right through Kit’s bloodstream. Because 
Holden sounded exactly the same now as he had before Kit’s awful 
story. Kit never had that before. Whenever he told someone, they 
treated him differently. With pity. Horror. Lurid curiosity. 

There was always a difference before and after someone learned 


about the dead substitutes. Before and after someone learned Kit’s dad 
was obsessed with fucking him. 

Except with Holden. Because Holden didn’t care about anyone or 
anything except Kit. 

All Kit’s fucked-up, exhausted emotions twisted into all-consuming 
neediness. Holden wanted him. Just him. With a devotion so strong it 
became murderous—and then surpassed the killing urge. 

Holden wanted him bad enough to kill him, but more. Kit needed 
that, with the most selfish pieces of his shattered soul. 

“He should have just killed me,” Kit whispered. 

Holden squeezed Kit’s shoulders. “It’s okay if you think that, but I 
can’t agree. If he killed you, I wouldn’t have you here.” Holden gave a 
lopsided grin. “I’d kill anyone for another minute with you, if I 
thought you’d be cool with it.” 

Then Holden’s grin fell away. 

“What’s wrong?” Kit asked. 

Holden patted Kit’s arm. “I’m feeling a little obsessive right now. 
My phone is in the kitchen. Go up and call your guys.” 

The air chilled as Holden extricated himself from Kit’s grasp. 

“What?” Kit demanded. He scrambled off the mattress after 
Holden, nearly falling over—except Holden was right there, holding 
him up by the elbow. “You can’t just let me go like this.” 

Holden laughed. “Darling, you say the sweetest things. Don’t make 
it harder on me.” 

“Fuck you.” Kit scowled. “You fucking kidnapped me! I can make 
this as hard as I want.” 

Holden raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, fine, make me suffer. 
But you probably want to call your boyfriends. I don’t care if they’re 
upset, but I know you do.” 

Kit felt empty on his next breath. Holden was right. Kit needed and 
wanted and cared for James, Darius, and even the infuriating Bishop. 

The thought of them worrying about him made Kit sick—even as 
Kit craved that worry, that protectiveness. 

“All right,” Kit said. “But I’m taking the gun with me.” 

“That’s fine,” Holden said cheerfully. 

Too cheerfully. Kit narrowed his eyes. “What are you going to do if 
I go upstairs?” 

Holden was cheerful now. He no longer wanted to murder Kit. Or 
at least, he wanted to murder Kit less than he wanted to not-murder 
Kit. But the night’s stress was clearly etched beneath Holden’s red- 
rimmed eyes. His smile wasn’t quite sane. 


“I have no idea,” Holden answered, which wasn’t good enough. 

Kit didn’t know what he wanted to do with Holden yet, but he 
wanted to do something. He just needed time to figure out what, 
without Holden doing something drastic. 

“Lie down on the bed.” Kit stepped forward into Holden’s space, as 
Holden’s gaze heated. Touching the center of Holden’s chest, Kit said, 
“Tm going to tie you up.” 

“Okay.” Holden bit his lip, then exhaled. His shoulders dropped, 
and he stepped back. “I prefer the other way around, but you can tie 
me up any time you want.” 

Holden was nervous. That was okay—kKit didn’t need to reassure 
him. Holden had drugged and kidnapped him, which put him in 
slightly deeper shit than Kit’s other guys who had only kidnapped 
him, no drugging. 

Fair was fair. Kit was okay with Holden being a little nervous. 

“Move.” Kit poked Holden in the chest, and Holden obediently 
moved. 

At Kit’s direction, Holden lay down on the mattress, hands by the 
headboard. Kit knelt on the edge of the bed, to Holden’s right, and 
fastened the first cuff around Holden’s right wrist. Holden’s bones 
were larger than Kit’s, and the cuff had to close on the widest hole. 

Holden was strong enough to fight Kit off. It would be so easy. But 
he lay still, surrendering himself. 

“Did you get these just for me?” Kit asked, tracing Holden’s skin 
right along the leather and steel. 

“Yes.” Holden shifted on the mattress. He looked like he wanted to 
devour Kit, but he stayed put. “I wouldn’t give you anything I’d used 
on someone else.” 

“Such a gentleman,” Kit muttered. 

As Holden laughed, Kit looped the short connecting chain around 
the bars at the head of the bed. Then Kit straddled Holden’s chest to 
reach his other wrist, and the laughter cut off in a hitched breath. 
Holden remained utterly still between Kit’s thighs as Kit finished 
chaining him to the headboard. 

Kit slid down enough to look Holden in the eyes. Braced one hand 
on Holden’s chest, and with his other hand traced the faint stubble 
along Holden’s jaw. The room darkened around them, and Holden was 
golden bright. 

“T killed them,” Holden said, intent on Kit’s face. “Victor, Tim, and 
Marco. They were bad people, but I didn’t care about that. That’s not 
why I killed them.” 

Kit’s fingertips wandered to Holden’s lips. Pressed in, until he felt 


the wet of Holden’s tongue. Then he withdrew. “You wanted Bishop’s 
attention. You picked shithead victims because you knew that was 
Bishop’s thing.” 

Holden nodded. 

Bishop was probably going to have some questions about how a 
murderous college student figured out his vigilante justice gig. But 
that was Bishop’s problem—Kit would leave it for him. 

“You got Bishop’s attention. But you got my attention too.” Kit 
leaned in closer, his hair falling around his face. “God, Holden. You 
could have just asked me out.” 

“Really?” Holden chuckled, warm breath against Kit’s lips. “To be 
fair, you dumped me for not being a murderer.” 

“Fuck you,” Kit murmured, and sealed their lips together. 

Holden surged into the kiss, his entire body arching towards Kit. 
The chain and headboard rattled, and Kit poured in every ounce of 
fear and relief and need. Holden couldn’t touch him—but he didn’t 
need to. Kit felt Holden already imprinted inside him, one more 
indelible mark on his soul. 

When Kit pulled away, Holden’s eyes were red, but his grin was 
bright. “Whatever you want to do with me, that’s fine.” 

Touching his own lips, Kit slid from Holden’s body. Instead of 
answering, he said, “Straighten out your legs. I’m chaining your ankles 
up too.” 

Kit knew what he wanted now. But he wasn’t on his own anymore. 
He had other people to account for too. 

Other people he loved. 

So under Holden’s constant gaze, Kit snagged the SCU hoodie and 
slid it on. Still warm from Holden’s body heat, soft over his mesh tank 
top. Then he grabbed the gun from the shelf, checked the rest of the 
basement for anything dangerous, and headed upstairs. 

Arriving at the ground floor, Kit felt none of the nauseating 
familiarity he expected. Nothing looked the way he remembered. All 
the bodies had been cleaned up, and shreds of caution tape still 
fluttered from doorways. 

Kit was different too. He felt things now. Sometimes that was bad, 
because sometimes life hurt. But that was worth it, when everything 
else could be so damn good. 

The kitchen curtains were gone, and the room was bright. Morning 
shone outside. 


Kit’s guys must be frantic. 


Holden’s phone was easy to find, right on the kitchen table. But 
when Kit tried to unlock it, the screen stayed blank. 


Kit pushed the power button. An empty battery icon flashed before 
the screen darkened again. 

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Kit groaned. 

So much for calling in his location. Not that Kit remembered 
anyone else’s phone number anyway; he’d planned on calling his own 
number and hoping James had grabbed his phone. Pretty good plan, 
Kit had thought. 

There was probably a charger somewhere. Maybe. But Kit’s battery 
was drained as empty as the phone. Exhaustion softened his reflexes. 
Holden’s sweatshirt was so warm around him. 

Kit quickly, easily unloaded the gun, then slumped in a chair with 
a clear view of every door. 

His desperation ebbed, leaving Kit adrift in a strange, calm clarity. 
He was alone with his thoughts for the first time in a long time. 
Perhaps since the last time he was here. But his thoughts weren’t so 
bad anymore. 

Kit survived his own happy childhood. Dozens of other kids didn’t 
—all the doppelgangers Kit never met, with such dark hair and such 
frightened eyes. Substitutes who suffered and died in Kit’s place. 

But Kit wasn’t at fault for surviving. Maybe Kit deserved to be 
happy. Maybe it was even okay for people to love him. 

That thought held Kit in place until across the kitchen, the side 
door opened. 
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breakdowns 


Kit had never seen Bishop so haggard before. Shadows sharpened his 
piercing blue eyes, like his gaze could kill even faster than the gun in 
his hand. That deadly skill was reassuring. Soothing. 

Bishop stopped in the doorway. 

“It’s okay,” Kit said. 

“Where is he?” Bishop asked, still scanning the empty room. His 
gun pointed toward the ground. His gaze paused at the gun on the 
table. 

“Holden’s restrained,” Kit said instead of answering, because he 
needed to control the next few minutes. 

Suddenly the déja vu hit. He and Bishop were back in the same 
kitchen they first met. The blood had been scrubbed away, but that 
just exposed the grime beneath. The broken foundations of their lives. 

Kit rose from the table far more slowly than Bishop did when they 
met. He left the unloaded gun on the table, instead of aiming it. “It’s 
okay,” Kit repeated. “I’m okay.” 

Bishop’s composure shattered. He crossed the room in three 
strides. And this felt like it had happened before, except it never had: 
Bishop slid one gloved hand gently across Kit’s cheek. The other still 
held his gun as they crashed into a kiss. 

Once again, Kit stood motionless, and Bishop made him feel 
something. Not terror this time, but no less intense. Every scrape of 
stubble, every devouring movement, brought Kit to life. Leather, 
sweat, and bitter espresso filled Kit’s lungs. His nerves sang beneath 
every brush of Bishop’s glove. 

Bishop jerked away. His eyes darted across Kit’s face, like Kit too 
was an unfamiliar room to scan for danger. Kit knew exactly what 
Bishop was going to say before he said it: “I’m sorry.” 

“You fucking asshole,” Kit breathed. 


Before Kit could shove that apology back down Bishop’s throat, a 
door creaked elsewhere in the house. Bishop stepped back, putting a 
healthy distance between them before James rushed in. 


Even through his anger at Bishop, Kit’s heart skipped painfully. 
James hadn’t changed clothes since they parted, a holster strapped 
over his rumpled shirt. Cold fire burned in his dark eyes—then blazed 
when he saw Kit. 


James didn’t waste time scanning the room like Bishop. He 
holstered his gun and shoved past Bishop. Tender, frantic touches flew 
across Kit’s shoulders. His face. His wrists. James’s hands were bare, 
no leather between them, and his every touch kissed like soft fire. 

“Are you hurt?” James demanded. “Did he fucking touch you? Tell 
me where you’re hurt.” 

“Pm not hurt,” Kit said, voice unsteady. He seized James’s hands, 
holding him still. “I’m not hurt. Everything’s okay. I’m right here.” 

Kit drew James down, and James sank into a kiss that burned like 
drowning. 

This was what Kit feared the first time James said he loved Kit. 
This need, this fear, that if Kit loved someone, they could be torn 
away. That if someone loved him in return, he could never simply 
vanish again. 

This was exactly what Kit feared, but he didn’t fear it anymore. 

Kit broke the kiss, and James swept him into an embrace. His face 
pressed against Kit’s throat, and his hands twisted in Holden’s 
sweatshirt. 

Probably hadn’t realized it was Holden’s sweatshirt yet, and Kit 
wasn’t about to point it out. 

“Cleared both floors,” Darius said from across the room. Which 
was when Kit realized Darius had arrived. “By myself, because 
someone couldn’t fucking wait.” 

Kit twisted to face Darius and Bishop without extricating himself 
from James’s grasp. Darius looked Kit up and down, then nodded 
slightly. The cool, businesslike calm was a relief. Kit could only handle 
so many emotional breakdowns at once. 

For once, James didn’t snark back at Darius. He just clutched Kit’s 
shoulders, holding him close. 


“Where’s Holden?” Darius asked. 
“Wait,” Kit said. “We need to talk first.” 


Bishop cocked his gun and nodded towards the closed door. 
“There’s a basement.” 

Cold air replaced James’s touch as James and Darius moved at 
once. Kit swore and darted in front of them—beating them to the door 
only because they jerked back, not wanting to hurt him. 

“Wait,” Kit repeated, sharper. Hugging Holden’s sweatshirt over his 
mesh tank, he felt tiny and ridiculous and way too exhausted to say 


anything but what he wanted to say. “Please don’t kill him.” 

“Sure,” James said easily. “We can torture him first.” 

Kit glared. “James.” 

James’s jaw tensed. “I’m not letting him go.” 

“I know we can’t let him go.” Kit took a deep breath, trying to put 
his words into an order that didn’t sound insane. “I don’t know what 
exactly to do with Holden. But I don’t want to kill or hurt him.” 


James stepped forward, his face soft with worry, his hand tight on 
his gun. “Babe, you’re exhausted. You’re not thinking straight. This 
guy fucking kidnapped you.” 

Bishop put a hand on James’s shoulder. When James shook him 
off, Bishop just grabbed him again, and this time James stayed. But 
Bishop’s words were just as hard. “Holden killed the other SCU 
students, didn’t he? What did he intend to do with you?” 

“Holden didn’t want to kill me.” Kit raised his hands, sighing at 
how stupid he sounded. “I’m not an idiot. Yes, he planned to kill me. 
But he didn’t want to.” 

Behind the other two, Darius gave Kit a considering look. They’d 
had that same conversation before. “Move so your back isn’t to the 
door, Kit.” 

Kit stayed put. “I know this sounds fucking crazy, but Holden isn’t 
going to hurt me. And I...” That tiny flame of normalcy in the storm. 
Deranged adoration unchanged by the darkness. “I need him.” 

James groaned. “Babe, I love you, but this is some serious 
Stockholm syndrome bullshit.” 

“That’s not how it works,” Darius muttered behind him. 

Kit’s nerves were strung tight. He needed to make them 
understand. “I know I’m fucked in the head, but that’s not Holden’s 
fault. That’s not any of your faults, even though I’ve already been 
kidnapped by each of you.” 

“I never kidnapped you,” James protested. 

Kit flung his arms out. “You helped Bishop handcuff me in this 
very room!” 

James’s mouth opened. Then closed. “Okay, that’s fair. But when 
did Darius kidnap you?” 

Right. They’d never shared that whole ‘armed abduction to make a 
point about personal safety’ incident with the rest of the guys. Darius 
shuffled a step back, uncharacteristically nervous. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Kit waved the question off. “The point is, I 
know I’m asking for a lot. Especially from Bishop. But I’m asking 
anyway.” 


Darius would trust Kit. James would cave to make Kit happy. 
Bishop was the one Kit was unsure about winning over. For one thing, 
Holden was the solution to Bishop’s current case. The murderer of 
three shitty college boys. Even more than that, Kit had always been 
unsure about Bishop’s intentions. 

At least, until five minutes ago, when Bishop kissed him. 

“The first time we met, you asked if I wanted to die,” Kit said 
softly. “Do you remember how I answered?” 

“You said you didn’t want anything,” Bishop answered, just as 
quietly. 

Kit inhaled. Dirt, bleach, the echoes of death. That moment was a 
bright inflection point in the middle of a massacre—and this was the 
result. “I want a lot of things now. Holden is one of them.” 

When Bishop broke his gaze, Kit knew he had won. 

“Tm talking to Holden before I agree to anything,” Bishop said. “If 
he makes one wrong move, I’m putting a bullet in his skull.” 

“That’s fine,” Kit said, finally stepping away from the basement. 
“He shouldn’t be able to move, since I chained him to the bed.” 

Darius squeezed Kit’s shoulder, a brief, steadying pressure, before 
opening the door. “Maybe James should stay upstairs.” 

“Fat fucking chance,” James snapped. But he stopped to press a 
kiss to Kit’s forehead before following Darius down. 

Kit lingered, unsure what to say to Bishop but wanting to say 
something. But Bishop waved him forward, and Kit carefully 
descended the rickety stairs. 

He wanted a bath. A nap. Fucking breakfast. He needed to make 
sure his boyfriends didn’t kill each other first. 

Holden was right where Kit left him. Cuffed wrist and ankle, his 
long, muscular form stretched across the bed. His shirt rode up his 
waist where Kit had disturbed it. Holden lay quietly, his face a cold 
mask staring up at James and Darius—until Kit crossed into his line of 
sight. 

“Darling,” Holden said, his face lighting up. 

“Don’t talk to him,” James ordered. 

Holden fell quiet but didn’t take his eyes off Kit. 

“T’ve said my piece already.” Kit leaned against the wall where he 
could watch everyone. “You have to talk to them now, Holden.” 

“That’s fine, angel.” Holden’s smile fell away as he turned to the 
other men. “What am I negotiating for?” 

Darius began inspecting the room. Bishop nudged James, and after 
some wordless communication, James retreated to join Kit against the 


wall. He pulled Kit under his arm, surrounding him in reassuring 
warmth. Kit slumped into the embrace as Bishop began the 
interrogation. 

“T had time to look into you as James led the search,” Bishop 
started. “Your alibis are clever, but you killed Victor Wang, Timothy 
Wellington, and Marco Fernandez, didn’t you? 

“I did,” Holden said calmly. 

“Why?” Bishop asked, with equal calm. 

“To get your attention.” Holden shrugged awkwardly in the cuffs. 
“T really wanted to kill Ed, and I was annoyed that you killed him 
first. That’s also why I started following Kit, because I saw him with 
you.” Holden’s gaze flicked towards Kit. He didn’t appear intimidated, 
despite being tied to a bed surrounded by armed men. “I was 
surprised you took so long to find me. Maybe you got distracted, same 
as me.” 

Bishop paused before his next question. “Did you take Kit to get 
back at me?” 

“I stopped caring about you ages ago,” Holden answered seriously. 
“T took Kit because I’m in love with him, and I have bad coping 
mechanisms.” 

“Did you plan to kill him?” Bishop asked. 

Chains rattled as Holden shifted. “Yes.” 

Bishop took his time before the next question too. “What changed 
your mind?” 

James stroked Kit’s hair. Kit hadn’t noticed himself tensing up until 
he relaxed under the soothing touch. 

“We talked,” Holden said. 

Then Bishop asked the exact question Kit didn’t want answered: 
“What did you talk about?” 

Kit’s worry was for nothing. Holden just smiled up at Bishop. 
“That’s confidential. You'll have to ask Kit.” 

Of course Holden would be possessive over Kit’s secrets, just like 
the rest of him. The thought warmed Kit even through his exhaustion. 
God, he was fucked. 

Thankfully Bishop abandoned that line of questioning. “Tell me 
why I shouldn’t kill you.” 

“Kit would be sad.” Holden shifted on the bed, the mattress 
squeaking. “That’s probably the only reason.” 

His answer hung heavy over the basement. The choice was clear— 
logic against insane emotion. But Kit knew suddenly, deep in his 
bones, what the outcome would be. Bishop was no more resistant to 


emotion than the rest of them. There was blood under his nails too. 

“Okay,” Bishop said. 

Holden didn’t move, even as Kit relaxed under James’s comforting 
arm. 

“You aren’t free to go,” Bishop clarified. “But we aren’t going to 
kill you. Assuming all of us agree.” 

“Agreed,” Darius said. He pointed at James. “Don’t drag this out. 
We all know you’re whipped for Kit, and he’s asleep on his feet. Let’s 
get this over with.” 


James squeezed Kit close and kissed the top of his head. “Fine. 
Agreed. We can always change our minds later.” 


Kit closed his eyes, melting against James’s side. He really might 
fall asleep on his feet if he stayed here much longer. “Thank you.” 

When he opened his eyes again, Kit met Holden’s gaze. A slight 
smile was Holden’s only acknowledgement of the reprieve. 

“Tm taking Kit home,” James announced. “You guys deal with this 
mess.” 

Darius waved him away. “Don’t worry, we know how to abduct 
people.” 


“Tm sorry,” James said once they were both in his car. He stuck the 
key in the ignition but didn’t turn it. Moving again was too difficult 
now that he had stopped. He’d been running on pure necessity all 
night and day. “This was my fault.” 

Kit turned in the passenger seat. “Because you left me alone with 
him?” 

His eyes were so bright, brow furrowed like he was worried for 
James. Which was something else James was fucking up. Kit had 
enough to fucking cope with, without the burden of James’s guilt 
complex. 

“I was complacent.” James’s hands tightened on the steering 
wheel. He forced them loose. “I was careless. I thought you were safe 
with a tracker on your phone—how dumb was that?” 

God, he needed to stop talking. He shouldn’t force Kit to labor 
through the counterarguments. Life was a risk. Complete safety was an 
illusion. 


James couldn’t fool himself that just being careful enough would 
have saved his family from the Rat King—if that was even the culprit 
and not another red herring. James couldn’t pretend that if their 
security system had been good enough, James could be taking Kit 
home for Mom to interrogate. That Crystal would have all the cats she 


ever wanted, and maybe she’d start sending photos to Kit as well as 
James. 

But now that the night was over, now that he wasn’t focused on 
getting Kit back, James couldn’t help spiraling. 

For so long, his life had swung around the hinge of a single 
tragedy. He’d shaped his present and future around his bloody past. 
Until now. James never thought he could be so scared for someone 
new. 

Instead of arguing, Kit shrugged in the passenger seat. “I knew you 
would find me anyway. But if you’re still worried, maybe you could 
chip me like a cat instead.” 

James stared, instantly yanked out of his rumination. “What the 
fuck.” 

“Pm kidding. Probably.” Kit patted James’s face. “I can’t stop you 
from blaming yourself, but don’t expect me to agree with you.” 

Despite everything, James grinned. “You’re such a freak, babe. 
Come on, let’s get you home. You need a nap, and I need to find you a 
better sweatshirt.” 

Kit plucked at the neck of the SCU sweatshirt. “I thought you 
hadn’t noticed.” 

“Of course I fucking noticed,” James said, and started the car. 
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Murdery Roommate Orientation 


Two days later, Darius’s new roommate moved in. 

Darius wasn’t looking forward to the arrangement, but it was the 
only solution that made sense. They needed to supervise Holden, and 
Darius was between jobs right now. He was also the least likely to kill 
Kit’s new murdery boyfriend for no good reason. 

Of course, Darius was still perfectly happy to kill Holden given a 
good reason. It just had to be a good enough reason that Kit would 
understand. 


“There are going to be ground rules,” Darius said, crossing his 
arms. He stood in the center of his living room, feeling absurdly like a 
school principal staring Holden down. 

A principal disciplining the school’s quietest, most dangerous 
delinquent. Holden had stopped pretending to be normal around 
them. His cold, watchful eyes would be alarming if they didn’t remind 
Darius so strongly of his mentor. Fuck, Holden reminded Darius of 
himself on a job. How exhausting it would be to live his entire life like 
that. 


Though Holden at least had one weakness. 

Kit sprawled on the couch, one foot up on the cushions and the 
other dangling above the floor. He was nearly recovered from his most 
recent abduction—still tired, but no lingering effects from the drugs. 
In some ways, he looked even stronger than before that night. There 
was a new, bright certainty to him. 

Sometimes, Darius understood how Bishop felt, wanting to break 
apart Kit’s secrets. 

Kit lifted a finger high, beginning the ground rules. “First, don’t 
kill anyone without permission.” 

“Without permission,” Holden repeated, lifting an eyebrow. 

“You know what I mean!” Kit’s hand froze in the air, then fell back 
on the couch. He sighed. “Fine, yes, that’s exactly what I mean.” 

Holden’s expression warmed. “God, I love you.” 

As Kit covered his reddening face, Darius took over the Murdery 


Roommate Orientation. “You won’t leave this apartment except for 
class and your internship.” 


“My what?” Holden asked, still gazing down at Kit. 

This was one development Darius was looking forward to. “You 
have an exciting internship opportunity at San Corvo Security.” 

Holden looked up at that. “Let me guess. I’m not going to be in the 
mailroom.” 


Darius grinned. “You'll be under the CEO’s direct supervision.” 


“Well,” Holden said. “That will be an interesting test of James’s 
restraint.” 


It certainly would be. Darius was already brainstorming excuses to 
drop by the office and spectate. Kit had suggested bringing popcorn. 

“You'll have fun!” Kit said cheerfully. “James’s office is cool.” 

Speak of the devil—James leaned out from the guest room down 
the hall. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, exposing the tough 
work gloves covering his hands. He looked better today too, throwing 
himself into the probation project with vicious glee. Darius would 
never admit how relieved he was to see James grinning again, after 
how fucking haunted he looked the night Kit went missing. 

“You, get over here,” James barked at Holden. “I need to show you 
the places that will explode if you touch them.” 

Kit swung up to a proper seat and patted Holden’s arm. “He’s 
joking about the explosions.” 

Only because Darius vetoed explosives in his apartment. “It’s 
probably lasers instead,” Darius said. “Be glad he’s pointing out the 
booby traps. He wanted to let you find out by trying to open a 
window.” 


Holden took Kit’s hand and just held it for a moment. His face 
turned down, softening, like Kit was the only one in the room. Then 
without another look at Darius, he departed down the hall. 

Kit groaned and buried his face in his hands. “Jesus fuck.” 

Darius dropped onto the couch next to Kit. “Regretting that ‘no 
kissing for a month’ rule?” 

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Kit complained. He leaned 
his head against Darius’s arm. “I technically dumped him for being 
normal, so starting the relationship over made sense.” 

Darius snorted. “Because making sense has been such a priority in 
your relationships.” 

“Shut up,” Kit mumbled, wrapping around Darius’s arm like a 
clinging monkey. “You know what really doesn’t make sense? Why 
does James live so far out of town?” 


Darius, meanwhile, had spent his entire adult life doing the 
sensible thing. Don’t get too attached. He had emergency plans to 
protect his sister and parents if necessary, but every new connection 
was a new risk. No precautions in the world could guarantee Darius 
wouldn’t bring trouble home with him after a job. Assuming any 
potential partners could accept the blood on Darius’s hands in the first 
place. 

Except Kit was already trouble. 

Darius slid his hand over Kit’s thigh. Patches of denim and warm 
bare skin alternated beneath his palm. “You don’t like being so far 
away from your murderous blond schoolboy?” 

Kit squirmed under his touch. “I’m not just into blonds.” 

“What a relief. I look terrible in wigs.” Damn Miranda dragging 
him into cosplay. Better change the subject before Kit asked questions 
—Darius would admit to murder before he admitted that. “Let’s talk 
about real estate after Blondie’s off probation.” 

A sensible excuse. If Kit recognized it was dodging the question, he 
had the grace to let Darius get away with it. 

Maybe Kit was just preoccupied too. Still clinging to Darius’s arm, 
he sighed. “Am I doing the right thing? Can this even work?” 

Darius twisted half around. The hallway was empty. He pressed his 
lips against the top of Kit’s head, a quiet promise of a kiss. 

“I don’t believe in fate or higher powers,” Darius said quietly. “But 
I believe in patterns. Momentum. Acceleration. People who are 
missing something will be drawn to what they need. You’re something 
special, Trouble. As soon as you landed in San Corvo, it was inevitable 
that the four of us would be drawn to your side.” 

“Special isn’t always a good thing,” Kit murmured. 

“T’ve never been too concerned with good.” 

Kit’s light form had never felt so solid against him. “Four, huh.” 


Darius’s laugh rumbled through them both. “Yeah, he’s a stubborn 
bastard.” 

“Yow’re all stubborn bastards.” Kit disentangled himself only to 
slide into Darius’s lap. He toyed with the wings of Darius’s collar. 
“Good thing I am too.” 

Kit leaned in, and Darius would have been perfectly content to kiss 
him breathless in the silence. But an indignant voice rang down the 
hallway— 

“Tm responsibly securing our prisoner, and you’re making out on 
the couch like teenagers?” 

And somehow, that made the kiss even better. 


Heat poured down Kit’s back at the sound of James’s voice. “To be 
fair,” Kit gasped as Darius’s soft lips tickled beneath his jaw, “I ama 
teenager.” 

“And we’re very bad men.” James leaned over Darius’s shoulder 
and the back of the couch. His thumb brushed Kit’s kiss-tender lips. 
The touch held Kit in place just as firmly as Darius’s grip on his ass, 
and lingered as James tore his hungry gaze away. “On second thought, 
keep going.” 

“Wasn’t waiting on your permission,” Darius murmured into Kit’s 
throat, each word a delicious, teasing rumble. 

Kit’s hips jerked with the sensation—and James backed away 
enough that Kit could meet Holden’s eyes across the living room. 

Holden leaned against the doorway. The predatory watchfulness 
was new, but not surprising. He wasn’t pretending to be normal 
anymore. He wasn’t uncontrolled and desperate either. Just watching, 
intent, as Darius slowly eased Kit’s shirt up and over his head. 

Covered in nothing but callused, wandering hands from the waist 
up, Kit felt exposed. Seen. Absolutely filthy. He was going to leak 
through his skinny jeans if he kept them on for too much longer. 


“Doesn’t he look pretty in Darius’s lap?” James asked Holden. Not 
quite casually. 

A small smile warmed Holden’s face. Just for Kit, like the other 
two didn’t exist. “Kit’s always pretty.” 

“You’re right about that much.” James’s grin widened. “Shame 
about that ‘look but don’t touch’ rule, huh.” 


“Oh, so I’m allowed to look?” Holden asked, as Kit arched up 
against Darius. 

Fuck, those huge hands felt so good palming his ass. Even better 
with every sensation intensified by the men watching from across the 
room. 

Except Kit was greedy. He wanted James and Holden to watch him 
—but he wanted more from them, too. 


“I only said I wouldn’t kiss you for a month.” Kit squirmed as 
Darius unbuttoned his fly. “I never said anything about sex. Ugh, shut 
up,” Kit added at Darius’s quiet laughter. 

“Really?” Holden slunk deeper into the living room. Closer, closer. 


Close enough that Darius tensed beneath Kit’s thighs. The three of 
them had settled so easily together, James and Darius’s sniping aside. 
Adding Holden to the mix was dangerous, and Kit both craved and 
dreaded the impending collision. The sweet, sharp conflagration. 

Holden swerved and dropped into the nearby armchair. “I think PH 
just watch.” His grin gleamed. “You wanted to start our relationship 


over again, so let’s do it properly. I won’t fuck you until you kiss me.” 

Kit’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?” 

Darius chuckled, all tension melted away. “You’re shameless, boy.” 

A warm shadow fell over Kit. Fuck, he hadn’t noticed James 
getting so close behind him. “Such a greedy cockslut,” James 
murmured, winding a hand in Kit’s hair. He tugged, pulling Kit back 
in a deeper arch—and better exposing him in front of Holden. “You 
good with the audience, Darius?” 

Darius rolled Kit’s nipple between thumb and finger. “I’m surprised 
you’re good with it.” 

“Doesn’t bother me.” Still holding Kit’s hair, James reached to toy 
with Kit’s other nipple. “I hate you too, but that doesn’t stop me from 
fucking my pretty little cumslut with you.” 

Each word twisted together with the maddening, uneven 
stimulation, driving every unnecessary thought from Kit’s head. 
“Doesn’t bother you,” Kit repeated breathlessly. “Hell of an 
understatement. You get off on hating people.” 

“Except you, babe.” James yanked Kit’s head back enough that he 
could kiss Kit’s forehead upside down. His breath was electric. “Never 
you.” 

Kit squirmed again—which was apparently enough for Darius. “Get 
up, boy. I’m grabbing the lube.” Darius pushed two blunt fingers 
between Kit’s lips, teasing his tongue. “I want your mouth today, but 
James can prep you while you blow me.” 

“Youre not in charge,” James protested as Kit suckled on Darius’s 
fingers. “You don’t just get to decide how we’re fucking him.” 

Darius raised an eyebrow. “What was your idea?” 

With a sigh, James dropped his forehead on Kit’s shoulder. “Yeah, 
fine, I wanted his ass today. And I haven’t seen him blow you, so...” 

They were talking about Kit, around him. Not to him, as they 
decided how to wreck him today. Yet with every word and gesture, 
their focus was clear. Just as intense as Holden’s gaze from the nearby 
armchair. 

Kit scrambled from Darius’s lap and sat on the other end of the 
couch, limbs clumsy with the heavy chains of Holden’s gaze. As Darius 
left and James knelt to work on his shoes, Kit told Holden, “You don’t 
have to stay.” 

Holden leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. “Do you want 
me to leave?” 

“No. I just thought you might be...” 


“Jealous?” Holden smirked. “I’m definitely jealous. But in a kinda 
hot way. Besides.” When he leaned back, the bulge in his jeans was 


obvious. He made no move to touch himself. “I don’t have to touch 
you to know you’re mine.” 

James set Kit’s socks and shoes aside. “Keep deluding yourself, 
asshole.” 

Before Kit could interject, James seized him in a ravenous kiss, 
marking him from the inside out with the heat of his breath. 
Somehow, it was all true. Kit belonged to James. He belonged to 
Holden. He belonged to Darius, who returned to crowd behind Kit. 


“Great progress undressing him,” Darius commented. He took care 
of the rest himself, sliding Kit’s briefs and jeans down. 

Kit didn’t feel exposed, strangely. He felt covered. Surrounded. 
Safe. Because he might belong to these three men, but each one of 
them belonged to him too. No matter what he knew about them. No 
matter what they knew about him. As Darius pulled him down to the 
couch, the past and future didn’t matter. This moment was the most 
gloriously important in the world. 

Sinking into the cushy gray couch, Kit knelt beside Darius. The 
couch sank deeper behind him as James sat down, and halfway across 
the room, Holden’s grip on the armchair tightened. 


Directly in front of him, Darius unbuttoned his fly and drew out his 
cock. 


Jesus fuck. Kit had seen it before, and he knew exactly how it felt 
in his ass. Darius’s glorious, velvety cock was still a lot to be 
confronted with. Precum beaded like a pearl crowning the dark head. 

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Kit warned, wrapping a hand around 
the thick base. The masculine scent was dizzying. “I’m not fucking 
deepthroating you.” 

“Sure.” Darius carded through Kit’s hair, then settled into a gentle 
grip at the back of his skull. “We’ll work on that another time.” 

The thought buzzed hot through Kit’s entire body as he tasted 
Darius. Another time sounded good, training and practicing under 
Darius’s steady guidance. Not today, though, because just taking part 
of Darius needed too much concentration once James pushed his first 
wet finger into Kit’s ass. 

“How are you still so fucking tight, pretty boy?” James pumped in 
slow but deep, nearly withdrawing his finger every time before 
pushing back in with a filthy sound. “How much would we have to 
fuck you to loosen you up?” 


Kit would love to find out, but his only answer was a sharp groan 
around Darius’s cock. Any thought of making a performance of it fled 
his mind with James’s second finger. All he could do was pant through 
his nose, hand working and mouth wide open, as Darius guided him 


by the hair. 

Judging from Darius’s quickening breath, the barely restrained 
jerks up into Kit’s mouth, Darius didn’t mind the mess. If he minded 
James’s constant, filthy narration, he didn’t say anything about that 
either. 

Holden remained silent, but Kit was hyperaware of the attention 
tracing every bead of sweat on his bare body. 

“Pm close,” Darius grunted out, when Kit’s jaw ached. “Tap if you 
don’t want to swallow.” 

Kit’s hands stilled for fear of making any movement that could be 
mistaken for a tap. His cheeks hollowed out as Darius dragged him 
deeper, and the hot, heavy length pulsed between his lips. 

Darius shuddered. His wordless groan rocked deep through Kit’s 
body, so satisfying that the cum flooding Kit’s mouth was almost 
sweet. Kit swallowed down, chasing every drop he could reach, until 
Darius pulled him up. 

“That’s a good boy,” Darius murmured, his eyes heavy-lidded. 
“Roll over, now.” 

Countless strong hands pushed him around, each one bruising so 
beautifully into Kit’s soul. He ended up on his back, James kneeling 
between his thighs. Still mostly dressed, his button-down shirt 
rumpled, sleeves shoved to his elbows. 

James bent forward, covering Kit in a deep, cum-stained kiss. Then 
he pressed Kit’s wrists to the cushion above his head. “Hold them 
there for me.” 

Kit squirmed. Nodded. Fuck, James knew exactly what he wanted. 
What he needed. He concentrated on keeping his hands in place as 
James hiked his hips up and brought them into alignment. 

James slid into Kit with one slow thrust. Kit gasped, breathless, 
like there wasn’t enough room for his lungs. He hoped he never got 
used to this overwhelming pressure. Devotion burned in James’s dark 
eyes. 

When James moved, Kit’s hands flew up of their own volition. He 
slammed them back with difficulty, clinging to the order. Then 
movement across the room drew his dazed attention. Darius sat in the 
armchair, watchful and only barely disheveled. 

And Holden was a golden shadow standing above Kit. Then 
kneeling beside him. Without a single glance at James, Holden gently 
pinned Kit’s hands to the cushion. 

“This is how we’re supposed to start, right?” Holden said, his voice 
rough. “Holding hands?” 

“Real fucking romantic,” James said, and hiked Kit’s hips higher. 


Kit didn’t even try to answer. He just whimpered on James’s next 
thrust—and squeezed Holden’s hands. Each rough fuck collided with 
the tenderness, a feedback loop of building shocks. 

Maybe Darius was right about patterns. Momentum. These men 
and Kit were meant to be together, and this was how they were 
supposed to start. 
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Kit was greedy. 


“Thanks so much,” Kit said, jumping out of the car. “I'll be back in 
like... fifteen minutes. Maybe.” 

In the passenger seat, Carla’s expression was difficult to read 
behind her pink-rimmed sunglasses. Maybe a bit frazzled. “Take your 
time.” 

Sparkly gift bag in tow, Kit ambled up to Bishop’s front door. He 
refused to be nervous about this conversation. This was normal, and 
Kit had the right to speak his mind. 

Except as he pressed the doorbell, it occurred to Kit that Bishop 
might not be home. Which meant Kit would have to steel his nerve all 
over again some other day. Maybe he should have warned Bishop he 
was coming over. Taking Bishop by surprise had seemed smart at first. 
Don’t give him time to prepare. But if he wasn’t home— 

The door swung open, revealing Bishop’s tousled hair and wary 
eyes. “Is everything all right?” 

“Never better.” Kit grinned. “I drove here with Carla. First time 
driving myself outside James’s neighborhood.” 

“How’s Carla’s blood pressure?” Bishop stepped back so Kit could 
enter. “And James’s? I’m surprised he let you out of his sight.” 

Carla had spent the entire ride stomping on the floor, as if there 
was a second set of brakes on the passenger side. 

“Carla’s fine, and James didn’t let me out of his sight. He followed 
us in another car.” 

Bishop peered out the door before closing it. “So, we have about 
five minutes before he breaks into my house.” 

“That’s enough time.” Kit offered up the sparkly gift bag. “Here, I 
got you something.” 

In the split second between Bishop taking the bag and removing its 
contents, Kit realized he should have gotten tissue paper too. Wrapped 
up the present better. Made it look nicer. 

Huh. Maybe Kit was nervous after all. “I wanted to replace the one 
I broke.” 


Turning the mug around, Bishop observed every angle. The pastel 
flower background. The pastel rainbow block letters spelling ACAB. 

Bishop laughed. Big, bright, an instant of pure joy that Kit was 
going to treasure. 

“It’s not wrong.” Bishop set the mug and bag onto the coffee table. 
“Thank you—this is much better than the one you broke.” 


Kit perched on the arm of the couch. “I hoped you would like it.” 


“I love it.” Bishop’s grin faded as he observed Kit with the same 
intensity. “But you aren’t subtle, kid. What do you want?” 


There it was. “I’m not trying to be subtle. We need to talk.” 

Bishop waited, damn him, watchful and quiet. Forcing Kit to 
continue on his own. 

“You kissed me.” Kit pointed firmly at Bishop’s face. “Don’t 
apologize again.” 

A sigh softened Bishop’s shoulders. A fight would have been 
preferable to the kindness in his eyes. “I’m not sorry, but it was a 
mistake.” 


“Why?” Kit demanded. Just like he wanted to demand the first 
time Bishop turned him down—except he understood that now. 
Bishop had these particular moral lines, and Kit hadn’t known what he 
really wanted back then. Things were different now, though. Kit was 
different. “You obviously want me.” 

James was right. Kit was greedy. He already had James, Darius, 
and Holden, but he also wanted Bishop. Bishop wanted him too, so 
what was the problem? Did Bishop not want to share? Was the poly 
thing a problem? 

“Youre irresistible, Kit,” Bishop admitted. Soft, like a confession. 

Like shadows hiding knives. “But you’re still going to resist.” 

“If we’re keeping Holden around, one of us needs a clear head,” 
Bishop said. “James and Darius are already twisted around your little 
finger. They’ll do whatever you want them to.” 


Kit hopped down from the couch, because he needed to move. His 
fingertips tapped together before he shoved them in his pockets. “Are 
you making me choose between you and Holden? Is that an 
ultimatum?” 

Bishop moved out of Kit’s way, but not far. Giving him space 
without retreating. “It’s not an ultimatum. It’s a boundary.” 

Well, fuck. Kit couldn’t argue out of that. 

He didn’t want to argue, and that realization slowed Kit down. Got 
him thinking again. He wanted Bishop—wanted more soul-splitting 
kisses—but not like this. Not wary and reluctant. 


Not burdened by guilt. Because Kit sensed more than just 
reservations about Holden. That boundary was likely true, but it also 
made a useful mask. 

Bishop wasn’t the only one who knew how to pick at scars. 

Kit stopped at the windowsills. Traced the nail holes. “You held me 
captive here. You boarded up the windows, and you chained me to the 
bed every night.” 

Bishop remained silent. 

Kit leaned back against the windowsill and rubbed his wrist. “It’s 
not the worst thing you’ve ever done, and it’s not the worst thing 
that’s ever happened to me. Avoid me for any reason you want, but 
not guilt. It isn’t necessary.” 

After a long moment, Bishop sighed again. “Kid, you have terrible 
taste in men. My answer isn’t changing.” 

It wasn’t a capitulation, but that was fine. Kit could be patient too. 
“You'll let me keep working for you, right?” 

Bishop relaxed. “Sure. You did solve my last case. In the stupidest 
way possible, but you solved it.” 

“Tm a natural talent.” Kit grinned brightly—then spun towards the 
knock at the door. “That’s probably James. Make coffee for us?” 

Bishop snagged Kit by the shoulder and pointed him towards the 
kitchen. “Key word, probably. You make the coffee, and I’ll get the 
door.” 

The brief, protective touch lingered on Kit’s skin. Instead of 
heading for the kitchen, he leaned against the stair railing. He wanted 
to bask in the warmth of James’s gaze after spending so long apart. 
Almost half an hour. 

People who are missing something will be drawn to what they 
need, and Kit needed so many things. Protection. Attention. Stability. 
Touch. Love. Power. He wasn’t at war, but he’d gathered himself an 
army. 

Kit was born prey. But he’d never felt safer than he did now, 
surrounded by his predators. 


Kit and his crew’s sexy bad ideas continue in book 2, Viper’s 
Cage. You can read chapters week by week on Patreon or Kindle 
Vella via vashacrow.com/Viperscage. 


Or join Vasha’s newsletter at vashacrow.com/news to make sure 
you don’t miss the full book 2 release. You’ll also get a free copy 
of Kidnapped Ever After, an MMM kidnapping short story. 
Because hey, who doesn’t love MMM kidnapping? 


FROM VASHA’S DESK 


There were several things I didn’t know when I started writing Killers 
Mine in August 2022. First, how long the story would get. Turns out 
wrangling five men into bed with each other takes a while, especially 
when some are more stubborn than others. 


More importantly, I had no idea Kit and his boys would attract 
such enthusiastic, loyal readers along the way. The support for each 
weekly episode has meant the world to me, and it’s the reason this 
book exists today. 


Thank you also to those who (gently) demanded that I publish 
Killers Mine as a non-serial book. I appreciate you too ;) 


Where to Stalk Vasha 


Newsletter: vashacrow.com/news 
Patreon: patreon.com/vashacrow 
Facebook: facebook.com/vashacrow 
Instagram: instagram.com/vashacrow 


Where to Stalk Kit 


Read weekly chapters from Killers Mine Book 2, Viper’s Cage, at 
Patreon or Kindle Vella. You can find both at vashacrow.com/ 
viperscage. 


